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Chapter One

Fairness

“Ouch,” I told the ceiling.

“Did we die?” Amaryllis asked from somewhere nearby. I couldn’t see her on account of all the dust and stuff in the air. “Did Abraham die, at the very least? That would be fair.”

I groaned and pushed myself up, then blinked through the haze as I realized that I was no longer aboard the Shady Lady. At some point I must have been ejected from the ship because I was now on some sort of deck that I didn’t recognize.

Coughing, I pushed a bit of cleaning magic into the air around me in a sort of bubble. The worst of the dust vanished and unveiled the Shady Lady’s figurehead embedded into a wooden walkway, cracked planks and splinters all around the ship’s prow.

The air cleared a little more when some wind slipped in from where the hangar doors had been at the very back. There was a nice big hole there, roughly Shady Lady shaped, though it looked as if the balloon hadn’t made it into the hangar with the rest of the ship.

“Haha! We didn’t die!” Abraham shouted a moment before bursting out from a pile of junk with nary a scratch on him.

Raynald was the next to appear. His goggles had a crack running along them and his suit had a few new stains on it, but he seemed fine otherwise. “We’re still alive? Joy.”

“That was brilliant flying, Mister Raynald!” I said.

“Yes, well, zank you,” the grenoil said as he looked around. “It seems as if ze Shady Lady will need a bit of maintenance before she can take off again.”

“Bah, that’s no problem. We’re back home! Once we’re done with all the backstabbing and suchlike we can see about hiring some lads to patch the old Lady up. Maybe I can get that niece of mine to give her a look-see, she always loved the Shady.”

Amaryllis hopped off the Shady Lady, tossed a bag that I recognized as my own to the side, then shook herself a little. “Right. Well I’m never flying with any of you again,” she declared.

“Ah-hah!” Abraham laughed. “Another young lady ruined by Abraham Bristlecone!”

My harpy friend stared at him for a moment, she looked around until she found a nice big piece of wood. Then, with noble poise and grace, she walked over to Abraham and started whaling on him with it.

“Ah,” I said.

Raynald shook his head. “Let her bleed off some energy. We can look for ze exit in ze meantime.”

“Alright?” I said. Amaryllis did seem to be having some fun, and the wood didn’t seem to hurt Abraham at all. A product of his level, or maybe a skill? Or maybe knocks to the head just didn’t do anything to someone like him.

Raynald and I moved to the back of the hangar. It was relatively small for a place to store airships, with walls of smooth stone that looked like something bored out with a huge machine. I ran my hands against the smooth surface, curious as to how they’d managed it.

At the back were a few small cages with tools within and, much to my surprise, a sort of lift platform with railing that ran all the way up a dark, angled tunnel. Too steep to climb, but not enough that any platforms coming down the lift would be coming straight down.

“Here it is,” Raynald said as he found a large machine with a pair of chains running beneath it. A panel on the front was covered in a bit of dust that flew off when the grenoil man made a slight gesture with his hand. “Let’s see if zis still works.”

“I hope we won’t be stuck down here,” I said.

“Wiz ze amount of fracas we made coming in? I doubt being stuck will be a problem. Being left alone will be a much larger concern.”

He pressed a hand to a rune on the machine and it began to make a rattling noise, then the chains beneath started to move, one being pulled in, the other pushed out. It had to be some sort of motor, maybe.

“Ah, Miss Bunch, do you have mana to spare?” he asked.


Health 111/120


Stamina 124/130


Mana 101/115


“More than a hundred points,” I said.

“Good show. Place your hand where mine is, and push your mana into ze rune, if you would please? I will fetch some of our zings in ze meantime.”

“Okay,” I said with a shrug. Soon Raynald was off and I heard him confiscating Amaryllis’ stick and telling her to go wait by my side before he dragged Abraham over to the wreck of the Shady Lady.

I did hope that they repaired the Shady Lady, she was a nice ship.

Soon I was joined by a dirty and rather huffy Amaryllis who was poking at a hole in her shorts and scowling. “Are you alright?” I asked. Pushing mana into the rune hardly required much focus.

Amaryllis huffed and crossed her wings. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “Just a little… irate. Forgive me. It’s hardly noble of me to be acting this way.”

“It’s okay. An airship crash is a bit of a, um, harrowing experience, I guess.” I thought it had been fun, but it wouldn’t help Amaryllis any if I said as much.

“I’m sure,” she said. “I suppose I imagined adventuring to be a little… safer?”

“Um,” I said.

“You’re thinking that—for once—I’m the one being a moron,” she said.

“No?” I said. She looked at me, and I knew that I hadn’t sounded all that confident. “Maybe a little? I think the whole point of going on an adventure is… well, it’s not just about getting something out of it. Or maybe it is that, as long as you count experiences as something you get. We’re out here risking our lives to discover new things, sure, but we’re also bettering ourselves, filling our minds with new ideas, and challenging the world to see how much we can take. That’s where the fun of adventure is, seeing how strong your bonds of friendship can be by overcoming challenges together!”

Amaryllis stared at me, her head tilted to the side like a bird that was staring at a piece of toast and wondering if it was on the menu. “Your world must be downright bizarre,” she said. “Where did you learn that kind of thing?”

“H-hey,” I said. Laughing at all the cartoons and manga and such I had devoured wasn’t nice. They had important lessons in them.

“Haha! Broccoli is right! The life of adventure is the only way to live a proper manly life!” Abraham said as he stomped over. He was carrying the ship’s engine under one arm. An engine that had to outweigh him three times over. At least it was super clean thanks to my cleaning practice the night before.

“That’s right!” I cheered. “If we go on tons of adventures we’ll be the manliest, don’t you want that, Amaryllis?”

“You absolute moron,” Amaryllis said. “There isn’t enough time left, or effort remaining, for me to beat the dumb out of you.”

“Hey!” I said. There was nothing wrong in being the manliest girl ever if it meant having a life full of adventure and friends. Plus, some boys liked girls with muscles. And I was sure that if I worked hard enough, I’d be able to get rid of the Cute skill and replace it with something like Cool.

“I’ll take it from here,” Raynald said as he moved to my side.

I let him take over, my mana was dipping into the low forties already and I had no doubt he had a whole lot more to work with than I did.

The chains started to rattle a little faster and from the hole above came a large wooden platform with metal rails all around it. When it stopped at the bottom, Raynald stepped up to it and opened the front to allow us all aboard.

“Zis zing makes quite ze racket,” Raynald said as he moved over to a second panel that was stationed on the platform and pushed his hand onto a rune there. “We should expect some trouble when we get to ze top.”

“Bah, nonsense,” Abraham said. “I’m sure it’ll just be a few guards and maybe that butler my brother loves so much. He ought to have married the man instead of that shrew.”

“Isn’t she a countess?” Raynald asked.

“That’s the thing with shrews, they can be more than just one thing, haha!”

The platform shifted and started to climb back up where it had come from, and for a moment I was nervous as we were swallowed by the dark. I kind of wished we had a light. Then I realized something. “I forgot Orange!” I said.

“You moron,” Amaryllis said.

“Ah, the poor thing, she must be so worried,” I said. “Did you see if she was hurt after the crash?”

“She’s a spirit cat,” Amaryllis said. “A little crash like that wouldn’t even begin to scratch her.”

“Oh, oh good,” I said. I really didn’t know all that much about my kitty companion. But that was okay, we had plenty of time to learn about each other as time went on. “I’m going to resummon her, will that do anything to the platform?”

“It shouldn’t,” Raynald said.

I nodded and, under Amaryllis scrutinizing gaze, pressed my hands against my collar and pushed some mana into it.

A ball of orange magic appeared before and, and just as it did last time, it resolved into an unamused Orange.

“Orange!” I said as I extended my arms for a hug.

Orange padded over to Amaryllis and sat on her shoulder.

“No…” I whimpered.

Amaryllis huffed, and it was an evil, smug huff. One that meant that she thought she was better than me.

I didn’t have time to cry or lament the loss of my kitty friend to my birdy friend because the platform rumbled to a stop and I noticed that we were no longer in darkness. There was a slit of open sky, one that began to widen as hands gripped the edges until a pair of sliding doors were pulled aside to reveal a dozen men in shiny plate armour with halberds lowered to point right at us.

My hands reached for the ceiling. I knew what to do when the police were around. Be nice and ask to see your lawyer.

There were two people that stood out from the bunch, one a straight-backed man with a face whose main expression seemed to be placid resignation, and a guard whose uniform was a lot more colourful and who was wearing a helmet with a bunch of feathers sticking out the top.

They eyed us all, then locked onto Abraham.

The butler-looking man closed his eyes and sighed.

The guard… Captain, I guessed, started to tremble.

“Hahaha! A king’s welcome!” Abraham said as he stomped off the platform and batted aside the nearest halberds. “Albert! You sly old dog, you’re still alive?”

“Yes, Lord Bristlecone,” the man in the neat suit said with a short bow. “A pleasure to see you returned to our fair lands. You look… well.”

“Never been healthier Albert you dog. Who’s the boy pissing himself next to you?”

“This is Gerald. Commander of the Western guard,” Albert said as if reporting on the fact that it was currently sunny and rather on the warm side.

“Well, tell him that shaking in his boots won’t intimidate anyone,” Abraham said. He tossed the ship’s engine to the side where it landed in the grass with a dull thump and didn’t so much as bounce, though it did make all the guards jump back. “Come on girls, Albert here makes a great tea! Sometimes it’s not even poisoned!”

“That was a mistake, Lord Bristlecone,” the butler said.

“Bah! It didn’t do anything more than make me want to take a piss anyway. Now, where’s that cute little brother of mine? Oh, and get someone to look at the Shady Lady’s engine here. It exploded this morning so we had to coast in for a landing. The hangar’s in a bit of a state too! Haha!” I looked over to Amaryllis, but she just shrugged one shoulder. Judging by the awed looks on the faces of all the guards, Abraham was a known quantity around here. “Come along now! No time like the present to muck up the old mansion!”


Chapter Two

A Cure for Hysteria and Loneliness

I had seen the Bristlecone mansion from afar. Or rather, from above while riding the adrenaline high that comes with knowing you might die at any moment. That’s why I took a moment to really take in the building now that we were on the ground and approaching it at a more reasonable pace.

The mansion was built in three parts, with a large section in the centre and two wings that swept around a large garden at the front filled with bright, blooming flowers and a few well-manicured trees. The area was surrounded by a tall wrought-iron fence, and as we approached I could make out a few guards patrolling in pairs.

The lot around the mansion wasn’t that large, but it was bigger than the ones for any of the other mansions in the area, so I guessed that it might have been a symbol of status. Most of the homes overlooking the large cliffs were big beautiful buildings, which left me wondering how the people working at the docks got there.

Maybe there were more tunnels under the city? That would be pretty neat. I always wanted to meet a fantasy dwarf and braid their beard.

“You look excited,” Amaryllis said.

I blinked and turned to look her way. “Shouldn’t I be?” I asked.

“I suppose there’s no harm in it. I don’t think we’ll be staying here for very long,” she said. ”We’re not exactly in a hurry, but I would rather get going sooner rather than later.”

“Where are you heading off to?” The guard commander, Gerald, asked.

Our little procession was laid out in a rough column, with Abraham and Albert the butler at the front, Raynald on their heels and then Amaryllis and I in the middle. Gerald and all the rest of the guards were walking behind us, most of them working hard to look as if they were asleep while walking.

“Wherever we wish,” Amaryllis said. “Our business is no affair of yours.”

“Amaryllis, don’t be rude,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “He’s not your friend, Broccoli, he’s a guardsman of the city.”

“He’s an officer of the law, which means we should help him,” I said.

Gerald didn’t seem to know what was going on, so opted to stay quiet as we spoke.

“Our dealings aren’t in this city and are therefore none of his business,” Amaryllis added. “We can finish up here, then move over to the local Exploration Guild house and announce our presence before moving on.”

“Didn’t you just say that we’re not in a hurry?” I asked.

“I know you’d rather stick around Abraham and listen to his little stories, but I also said that getting a move on sooner rather than later would be for the best. We can return whenever. Are you really so daft that you only hear what you want to?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “All I heard was you telling me I should ask Abraham for more stories.”

Amaryllis glared until I started to giggle and we bumped shoulders while she made a big production of rolling her eyes and being exasperated.

Albert the butler insisted that we use the front door to enter the mansion even though Abraham said it was traditional to enter a mansion via a window, the chimney or—in a pinch—the privy pipes.

We walked along a little path that brought us to the front of the mansion, where the huge entrance loomed above, flanked by arches that rose up to a balcony where a little boy was watching. He cheered and ran into the building just before we arrived at the front.

“Ah-haha! One of my little nephews!” Abraham said. “We need to get the Shady Lady working again, give the lad a taste for adventure before my little brother puts ideas about pushing paper around all day into his head.”

Albert jogged ahead to the large double doors at the front of the mansion while Gerald fell back and gave his guards some orders that had them moving off towards the streets before the mansion. He returned just as the butler opened the doors and bowed toward us with a hand extended into the building.

The main hall was built to impress, with two rounded staircases on either side, a floor so polished it was practically mirrored, and twin rows of maids and butlers on either side of the entrance with their hands folded before them.

At the end of a long carpet that led off from the door was a small family. A husband and wife and three children, including the little boy that had been on the balcony. They were all dressed impeccably, which was impressive seeing as how they probably didn’t know we were coming until a few minutes ago.

The man looked a bit like Abraham if Abraham stopped bench pressing engine blocks and instead spent his time eating cake. He also looked ten years older than Abraham, but that faded as soon as he smiled. “Abe!”

“Little Lewis!” Abe said as he walked across the entrance hall and picked up Lewis into a big bearhug.

I felt a bit like a third wheel as I stood at the back with Amaryllis and the guard commander and Raynald. Not that I would interrupt a meeting between family.

Lewis coughed a few times when Abraham finally let go of him. “Ah, come on, Abe, we can talk in one of the living rooms. And you can bring your…” he eyed us all in a hurry. “Guests too.”

“Ah-hah!” Abraham said. “Of course! Splendid idea. I haven’t had a good cup of Mattergrove wine in nearly two days! Haha!”

The Bristlecone family started to move along and I focused on the younger members. Older people were a little hard to approach sometimes, and the kids, at least the older two, looked to be about my age.

The boy was walking with his nose pointing to the ceiling while his upper lip curled up; he didn’t strike me as super friendly. The girl was a lot softer looking, with her head kept down and her eyes focused on the ground when she wasn’t peeking up to spy on Abraham’s back.

Lewis paused and looked at Gerald who was following a step behind me and Amaryllis. “Commander Gerald, what are you doing?”

“Um,” the commander said. “My job… sir?”

“Your job snooping on private family matters?” Lewis asked.

“Yes?” the guard said.

“How about you go do your job elsewhere?” Lewis suggested in a way that wasn’t terribly suggestive.

Amaryllis and I glanced at each other but neither of us said anything. That had been a little rude.

The living room we were led to was like a cross between a study and a lounge, with a few sofas around a table, some bookshelves on the far wall, and banners hanging around a little hearth off to one side that was currently unlit.

“Please, sit down, make yourselves at home,” Misses Bristlecone said as she smiled towards us and gestured to the sofas. “Abraham, you didn’t introduce your… companions. And what varied companions they are. My, a grenoil nobleman and even a… harpy.”

Something about the way the woman spoke made me a little wary of her, but I couldn’t quite pin why.

“This,” Abraham said as he patted me on the head like a big rude meanie. “Is Broccoli Bunch! Picked her up in Port Royal after she thwarted a kidnapping attempt by some clever cervid and made the director of the Exploration Guild look like quite the fool!”

“Um, no, that’s exaggerating!” I said.

“And this,” Abraham went on without even listening to my protests. “Is Amaryllis Albatross. She’s loud, but an alright sort deep down. Haha!”

“An Albatross?” Misses Bristlecone asked. Her attitude towards Amaryllis made a sudden one-eighty that had me even more on edge.

“Yes,” Amaryllis said. “A pleasure to meet you, Countess,” Amaryllis said as she stood a little taller.

The Countess seemed to be waiting for something, but whatever it was it didn’t happen and all of a sudden her smile was a lot wider.

“Abraham,” I said as I tugged on the man’s sleeve. “You should introduce us to the kids so we can become friends,” I said.

Abraham grinned and his eyes practically sparkled. “Of course!” he said before moving over to the two older kids. “This one is Erato,” he said while waving towards the boy. “Don’t let him get in your knickers, he isn’t worth it.”

“Um,” I said. I met Erato’s eyes and felt my cheeks warming up. That was far too forward. And also awfully rude. Poor Erato probably didn’t deserve it.

Erato looked me up and down then scoffed. “I’m not keen on that sort of woman, uncle,” he said.

Judging people too quickly was wrong… but I could make exceptions.

“This little bundle of snot is Callio!” Abraham picked up the little boy, who screeched in joy as the older gentleman tossed him into the air, caught him, and placed the kid on one shoulder much to his delight.

I noticed that Miss Bristlecone’s smile was rather fixed for a while there.

“Ah, and last but certainly not least is my favourite niece!” Abraham said.

The girl, who looked to be about my age, blushed a little and stared at the ground, but she still wore a happy little smile. “I-I’m your only niece, uncle Abe,” she said with a voice so soft I could barely hear her.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “I’m Broccoli, Broccoli Bunch.” I extended a hand for a shake and tried on my widest and happiest smile for size.

“Awa,” she began, her blush deepening even as she grabbed onto the front of her dress. “H-hi, I’m… um, I Aw-Awawen.”

“You’re Awawen? Hi Awawen! Let’s be friends!”

“N-no,” she said.

My hand dropped. “You don’t want to be friends?” I asked.

“Yes! I mean, no. My name’s Aw—” She coughed. “It’s Awen, not… not Awawen.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said before tapping the side of my head with my knuckles. “I misunderstood. So, do you still want to be friends?”

Awen didn’t seem to know how to react and I was afraid I was being a little too forward with her.

“Haha! Awen here is a great mechanic!” Abraham said. “But my little brother coddles her too much. You should take her out on an adventure, let her see the world a little!” he said.

Awen looked up and our gazes locked. I wasn’t all that good at reading people, especially so soon after meeting them, but there was so much want in her pretty blue eyes that it would have been impossible to miss.

“Nonsense,” Lewis said as he returned into the room. “Our little Awen isn’t suited to that kind of life. And she’ll be changing her class soon enough. Mechanic is hardly an appropriate class for a young noble lady.”

Awen seemed to shrink into herself and it was all I could do not to reach out and hug her. She looked like someone had just announced that puppies were illegal now.

“Bah, tell anyone that protests that they can argue with me if they want,” Abraham said.

“Now now, Abe,” Miss Bristlecone said. “You know that Awen has these little bouts of… hysteria at times. No need to get her so excited.”

I gasped. “I have something for that!” I said.

I dropped my backpack onto the table in the middle of the room and rooted around until, finally, I found my Wand of Cure Hysteria. “Here Awen,” I said as I waved the wand in her direction. “This should help!”

Awen’s parents both stared at my wand as if it was a live snake, Erato choked on air and Amaryllis covered her face with all of her talons. She was probably miffed that I was giving away something that might be valuable, but it was for a good cause.

“Um, thank you?” Awen said as she took the wand. She inspected it, turning it this way and that. “I… um, how does this work?” she asked.

“Oh, I… don’t know exactly,” I said. That was mortifying. How could I give her something like that without even trying to show her how it worked? So I stepped up and poked it, sending some mana into the wand.

It started vibrating. The sound was surprisingly loud in the lounge room.

“It uses mana,” I said with a proud smile. “I found it while exploring deep in the Darkwoods.”

“Oh,” Awen said. “Th-thank you, M-Miss Bunch. Thank you very much,” she said as she hugged it close. Had no one ever given her a gift before? The poor girl.

“Y-you should… put that away,” Miss Bristlecone said.

“I don’t have pockets,” Awen said with a gesture towards her dress. I think she just didn’t want to put her new gift away, but really, if we were going to have tea and such then her mom was probably right about putting it away for now.

I waved the comment away. “Just give it to your brother, he can stuff it somewhere, I’m sure.”


Chapter Three

Matters of Nobility

Everyone gathered around the little table in the lounge for a spot of tea provided by Albert the butler. It was nice, though I could feel the looks directed my way by the members of the Bristlecone family.

The parents were mostly impassive, and I couldn’t really tell how they felt about us, but Erato was downright glaring at me. Even Albert the butler seemed to look at me strangely from time to time.

They would also all take some time to stare at the wand I had given Awen which was sitting next to her mug of tea.

The only one who looked my way with anything approaching a positive expression was Awen. She had a small smile for me whenever I glanced her way.

Though that might have been because I was a hero in the tale Abraham was currently spinning. “Ah-hah! And then the little Miss here yanked on the fore sail and had the Shady Lady spin out of the whale’s path! Just in time too, we were almost done for!” he said.

The little boy, Callio ‘ahhed’ in awe and I had to admit that did make me feel a little warm inside, even if Abraham was exaggerating a little.

Missus Bristlecone coughed to clear her throat and smiled our way. “May I ask what a young… Lady such as yourself and Miss Albatross here are doing all the way in Greenshade? It is rather out of the way.”

I looked over to Amaryllis, but she shrugged as if to say ‘you take this one.’ “Ah well, we ran into a bit of trouble with the cervid and Abraham said that he was coming this way and that we could ride along with him if we wanted to. Oh, and Amaryllis is about to reach her class evolution and there’s a dungeon she wants to hit not too far away. I thought it would be nice to help her.”

“Indeed,” Amaryllis said. “I’m aware that the areas around Greenshade are mostly explored already, but I considered taking a small mission with the local guild, just to assist us with Guild credits in the future.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Missus Bristlecone said. “I’m surprised that a member of the Albatross clan needed assistance from a humble citizen of Greenshade to come all the way here.”

I blinked. Had she just called Abraham humble? That… didn’t parse. At all.

“I wouldn’t borrow one of the family’s airships just to fly such a short distance,” Amaryllis said.

“Wait,” I said. “You have airships?”

She huffed. “Broccoli. My family owns the third largest airship construction company on Dirt. Of course we have our own ships.”

“Cool! Could you get me a discount when I buy one?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes, but I had the sense she was a little amused. “I suppose. I’ll ask my sister, she runs that side of things now. I’m sure you could win her over with a bit of cajoling.”

Using your charisma to trick people into doing things was wrong, but owning an airship was pretty much the coolest thing a person could do. It was a moral dilemma I would need to think over when I had more time.

“We should be heading out soon,” Amaryllis said. “It’s approaching mid-day and we still have much to do.”

“Of course, of course,” Missus Bristlecone said. “You will of course return here for the night. I won’t have such distinguished guests sleeping in an inn of all places.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, Missus Bristlecone,” I said.

“It’s Countess, actually,” she said with a bit of a titter.

“Oh. Uh,” I said. “Sorry. I was never good at keeping track of that kind of thing. Back where I’m from I could just call a Countess Miss and it was fine.”

Missus… Countess Bristlecone shifted in her seat a little. “Ah, I see.”

“If you girls are heading out, you should take a guide with you!” Abraham said.

Lewis, the family patriarch nodded. “I’m sure Erato would love to accompany you,” he said.

“Bah, that boy?” Abraham said as if the boy in question wasn’t sitting on the same couch as him. “He’d try to pinch one of the girls and would end up with his neck snapped.”

“I-I would never do that,” I said.

“Didn’t you fight off an entire cervid mercenary band?” Abraham asked.

“There were just six of them!”

Erato looked to his father and it didn’t take a genius to see that he was very much against the idea.

“Take Awen, the poor girl needs to get out of this shack once in a while and take in some fresh air,” Abraham said.

“Um. Only if she wants to,” I said.

Awen seemed ready to reply, her head already nodding up and down, but her mother was faster. “No, of course she doesn’t,” the Countess said.

I blinked at the older woman. “You’re not Awen,” I said. I slapped a hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry, that came out as really rude.”

Abraham roared with laughter and Countess Bristlecone’s face set as if it was made of plastic, but it was Awen that I was focused on. “I, I wouldn’t mind showing you around, M-Miss Bunch,” she said.

“Brilliant!” I cheered as I bounced to my feet. “Are there street vendors in Greenshade?”

“I… I don’t know?” Awen said.

“Then let’s find out, I skipped breakfast this morning because the food on the ship exploded along with the engine and the only food I have in my bag is kind of lame.”

“Um, are we going now?” Awen asked.

“Uh,” I said. I was the only one standing up besides Albert and I suddenly felt rather awkward about the whole thing. “Why not? The adults can talk about adult stuff in the meantime. And we should be back before it gets dark out, right Amaryllis?”

Amaryllis got to her feet, carefully shifting Orange—who had traitorously chosen her lap over mine—so that the kitty would perched over her shoulder. “I suppose so,” she said. “Albert, would you show us out? Awen, we’ll be waiting for you outside.”

“Bye everyone! I’ll see you later Abraham, and you too, Mister Raynald.” I waved, then jogged after Amaryllis who didn’t seem all that keen on being polite. It was a bit of a recurring theme with her.

“They seem like a nice enough family,” I said as we followed Albert down a corridor that led back towards the entrance hall.

“I suppose,” Amaryllis said. “They’re passable, for humans.”

“Hey! I’m a human too,” I said.

Amaryllis snorted. “Sure you are.”

“Really, they weren’t that bad, were they?” I wondered.

We reached the entrance hall and Albert paused. “Would you ladies want some refreshments while you wait?” he asked.

I shook my head and shifted around so that my backpack was on snug. “I think I’m good, thank you.”

“Likewise,” Amaryllis said before she made a little shooing gesture. Far from looking insulted, Albert bowed at the waist and with a little smile, walked off back towards the rest of the family. Amaryllis watched him go, then turned back towards me. “I don’t like the nobles in Mattergrove. They’re… young.”

“Young?” I asked.

“Most of them are new to their titles and posts. A generation or two at most, especially so close to the frontier like Greenshade is. It means they’re far more prone to back-biting and trying little power plays. In the Nesting Kingdom, most of the clans have been in place for centuries. Things move with a lot more decorum and tact.”

“Okay,” I said. That really didn’t change much for me, as far as I could see. “It doesn’t really matter, I guess, not unless they’re into doing some particularly evil stuff. They don’t do slavery and things like that, right?”

“Slavery? No, of course not,” Amaryllis said. “I think they might have some laws in place to use captured enemy combatants as slaves, if I recall my political lessons on Mattergrove correctly, but the idea of Mattergrove defeating… anyone is hilarious.”

“Awen seems nice,” I said. It was a small change of subjects, but I didn’t want to have Amaryllis ranting about politics when my new potential-friend arrived.

Amaryllis snorted. “She seems more repressed than nice. The girl is pretty typical of a human noble lady. There are two sorts. Those that will poison your wine with a smile, and those who seem terrified of their own shadows.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” I said.

She shrugged. “It’s politics, there’s no fairness involved. I’m looking forward to being on the road again. A new class, another level, more opportunities.“

“More adventure,” I said. The trip over had been fun as heck, but I was looking forward to… more. I didn’t really have a goal set out before me, which was a little strange, now that I thought about it. Back on Earth there were some clear milestones to reach. Finish high school, then work a bit, then go to college, then get a job, then find a nice boy with a strong jawline, then settle down and have a nice little family while working part-time until I retired and could play with my future grandbabies.

Here, on Dirt, I had been given a quest at first, and I suppose that it was still active, but I didn’t have nearly as much direction in my life. If I wanted to I could just start walking and see where that would lead me. I was pretty sure that even Amaryllis would follow me for a way.

Maybe I should begin to set some dreams for myself, some goals. “Hey, how much does an airship cost?”

Amaryllis snorted, then her smile faded a little. “Are you being serious?”

“Yeah, of course,” I said. “A nice one. Maybe not the biggest kind, but something that’s, um, quality.”

“That would depend on a few other things. Buying an older model is possible, though the demand for airships is higher than even the Albatross can provide. A small ship, about the size of the Silver Boot we rode the other day, would be anywhere from eight hundred lesser gold to a thousand two-hundred.”

I hummed. “I have eight lesser gold on me. So I only need a hundred times as much.”

“You idiot,” Amaryllis said. “You’re not thinking of the cost of a crew, the initial equipment you’ll want aboard your ship, the maintenance, the dragon tax and about a hundred other things. That’ll be half-again the base cost.”

So I needed about a thousand two-hundred lesser gold before I could start thinking about buying myself my own airship. “I can do it,” I said.

“I would love to spend hours pointing out how unlikely that is, but I know better than to waste my time like that,” Amaryllis said.

“Don’t be that way,” I said. “When I become Sky Captain Bunch you can be my first mate.”

“Only if I’m allowed to mutiny.”

I giggled and grabbed Amaryllis for a hug because I knew she’d never actually do that and also I felt like giving hugs. She didn’t even protest much, which meant that I was really breaking through all the barriers that prevented us from being the best of friends.

A scuffle off to the side had me looking up.

Awen stood halfway down the stairs, her hands pressed together over her waist and her long dark hair pulled forward so that her bangs partially hid her face.

She had changed. Instead of wearing a stuffy but pretty dress, she was now in a far more practical outfit, still a dress, but it only stopped at her ankles instead of dragging on the ground with every step and there wasn’t nearly as much lace. It was a bright, sky blue, nearly a perfect match for my own dress. She had a bag hanging by her hip, probably filled with all sorts of goodies.

“Ah, I’m here,” she said as she practically tumbled down the stairs. “I’m ready for you, Miss Bunch.”

“Alright! Then let’s hit the road!”

“Why would we do that?” she asked.

“Ah,” I said. “It’s an expression… Nevermind! We have adventures to go on!” Reaching out, I grabbed Awen’s hand, then one of Amaryllis’ talons and rushed off and out of the mansion.


Chapter Four

In Which Broccoli Kidnaps the Cute

“So, we’re going to the Greenshade Exploration Guild place first, right? And then I guess we can shop around for some of the stuff we’ll need for our adventure?” I asked. I was still holding onto Awen and Amaryllis because… well, because I liked being in contact with my friends. Amaryllis might complain that I was touchy-feely, but she wasn’t wrong.

“That’s about right, yes,” Amaryllis said. She looked around, but both sides of the street before the Bristlecone manor were lined by pretty houses with little yards, and no indication of any sort of guild buildings. “Miss Bristlecone, could you guide us to the guild building?”

Awen was staring at my hand, her face looking a little red. It took a moment before the silence seemed to snap her attention around. “Um, pardon me?”

“The guild building,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa? Oh yes, I can do that. It’s-it’s that way.” She pointed off to one side then squeaked when I started marching off in that direction.

“So, Awen, are you a member of any guilds?” I asked.

“N-no, I’m not,” she said. “I thought of joining the mechanic’s guild, they’re not very big yet, and they have lots of work, but, um, it’s not suitable for someone of my station.”

I worked to keep a scowl off my face. It wouldn’t do to have a new friend think I was a scowler. “That’s too bad. I bet you’re a great mechanic.”

Awen shook her head, a fresh new blush climbing to her cheeks. “I’m really not. I don’t have nearly enough experience, and I have… other obligations.”

“Oh,” I said. “But do you like tinkering with things?”

“I love it!” Awen said. She coughed a little, as if the outburst had taken something from her. “I mean, yes, I enjoy it. I only ever get to work on things for my uncle. It’s how I got the class, actually.”

“That sounds like a story,” I said. “Do tell!”

“Really?” she asked. I nodded a whole bunch. “Oh, awa… w-well one day, when I was about the age that Callio is now, Uncle Abe came to visit and he left this big repeating crossbow in the dining room. It was a model from the Snowlands, with a system that used a rack and pinion mechanism that slid a new bolt into place. It was very intricate, and one of the prettiest things I had ever seen.”

“Say what you will of the Snowlanders,” Amaryllis said. “Their trinkets are impressive. We have been trying to catch up to their industrial ability for some time. And while we can outproduce them with ease, the quality of their engineering isn’t as easy to reproduce.”

“Yes,” Awen agreed. “It was very well built, but Uncle Abe was a little rough with it.”

“I can imagine that,” I said.

Awen nodded. “He used it to club a drop bear. A-anyway. The problems with it were all small, and there were some tools around, so I… fixed it. And I got the Mechanic class. Uncle was very happy but my parents weren’t.”

“Why not?” I asked.

Awen shifted and her grip around my hand tightened. She seemed to be looking for the right words to say, but Amaryllis beat her to it with an exasperated huff. “The humans around here have some weird notions about class and nobility, especially the younger clans… pardon, families. It’s all quite backwards.”

“That’s awful,” I said. I couldn’t imagine my parents being disappointed in me, let alone expressing disappointment when I found something that suited me and that I enjoyed doing. As long as it didn’t hurt others or anything like that, it could only be a good thing. “Well Awen, I like your class. Mechanics are cool.”

“You… do?” she asked.

“Yup. There are a lot of machines where I’m from, so people that build them and fix them are really important.” I nodded. “Oh, and I’ll need a bunch of mechanics when I buy my airship one of these days.”

Amaryllis snorted at that, but Awen was practically glowing. “Awaa… I wish I could join you on your airship, Miss Bunch.”

“I don’t see why you couldn’t,” I said.

Awen looked away, the spark in her eyes dying off like an ember being doused. “I have responsibilities with my family.”

“Like, with a business or something?” I asked.

“No, not like that,” Awen said. She didn’t add to it though, instead she gestured to the road ahead. “The Guild buildings are mostly along this road.”

Greenshade’s guild row bore some resemblance to Port Royal’s. There were colourful and strange buildings all along the street, crystalline towers, buildings with large signs on the front and some that looked like castles in miniature. It was as if the guilds were trying to outdo their neighbours in terms of sheer opulence and strangeness.

The differences between Greenshade and Port Royal mostly amounted to the height of the buildings. Few reached up to two floors, and only the mage’s guild, with its peaked tower, rose above that. There was another one of those buildings with a bunch of poles sticking out of it with large panels that were moving on it that was also pretty tall, but that was it.

“Why are they all so short?” I wondered.

Awen blinked dumbly at me for a moment.

“The buildings, I mean.”

“Oh, awa, it’s because it’s hot here. Most buildings have extensive basements. A large part of Greenshade is underground.” Awen explained. “The population tends to move a lot. Um, most of the people here are from caravans and such, not residents.”

“Huh, neat,” I said. It was a little hot, but the air was so dry that it wasn’t an uncomfortable heat. The few people I saw walking around were almost all wearing light and breezy clothes, especially the workers who seemed to favour sandy-coloured cloth that looked very light. “Hey, Amaryllis, what season is it?”

She snorted. “We’re in early Autumn,” she said.

“Neat,” I said.

We found the Exploration Guild building halfway down the street. It was, in my opinion, one of the pretty buildings. Taller than most, with a set of towers with bay windows on both ends and a wide inviting porch at the front.

I let go of the girls’ hands and hopped forwards to open the door for them.

“Awa, thank you,” Awen said as she stepped in. Amaryllis just rolled her eyes.

The inside was noticeably cooler, so much so that I wondered if they had some sort of air conditioning. I knew there were runes and magic to keep food fresh, but was there something that could work for a whole building? Or was it a combination of many runes working together?

Just as with the guild building over in Port Royal, this one had a tiny museum at the front and a few little knick-knacks and tools that were meant to help explorers on pedestals. The differences weren’t just in scale though. The pedestals here were made of wood and the maps and dioramas seemed a lot simpler than those over in Port Royal.

“I’ll take care of this one,” Amaryllis said. “How about you go look for a mission we can accomplish while we’re out. We’re heading over to Rosenbell, so anything between here and there that’s low-risk would do.”

“Is there like a wall with all of the missions pinned on it?” I asked.

“What? No. There’s a book by the front desk. Why would you pin things to a wall? That’s just asking for some idiot to tear the mission details off and run with them.” She shook her head. “I’m going to report that we’re in the region.”

I waved her off and then looked for the book with the missions and found it at one end of the counter behind which the branch’s secretary sat.

“Are you new to the guild?” Awen asked.

I grinned as I opened the book and started to leaf through it. “Yup. I’ve been on an adventure or two, but I’m still really new. Amaryllis is too.”

“Awa, that sounds wonderful,” Awen said.

“You could join the guild,” I said. “I’m pretty sure they have training and such, and not all of the missions they give are supposed to be dangerous.” The missions outlined in the book were mostly requests to map out certain areas. Some, those that paid better, asked for people to explore certain dungeons, or even retrieve certain items.

“My parents wouldn’t let me,” Awen said. She slumped a little, her shoulder folding in even as her hands pressed together.

I wasn’t too sure what to say. She looked miserable, but maybe her parents just wanted her to be safe? After all, the stories that Abraham spouted made it clear that not everything was safe out there. It took a special kind of someone to want to go wrestle a drake or fistfight a bear.

“What do your parents want you to do?” I wondered.

I was focused on the book, so it took a moment for the quiet to really settle in and grow awkward.

When I looked up it was to find that Awen was staring at the floor as if it was a puzzle to solve. “I’m to be married,” she said. “To a duke in Port Hazel.”

“Um,” I said. Usually, congratulations would be in order, but she didn’t seem keen on that.

“He, awa, he wants me to bear his kids and, and stay at home. B-but first I need to change my class. T-take something that’s appropriate for my station. Um, maybe something that will make it easier for me to give birth?”

I felt my breath catching in my throat. “What? I mean, do you want that?”

Awen shook her head.

I worked my jaw, looking for the right thing to do in this situation.

In the end though, the right thing to do was very easy. The first step, of course, was to give Awen a hug.

She squeaked as I glomped her and held her close. “You poor thing,” I said.

The second step in helping a friend out of a bad situation was, of course, kidnapping.

“You’re coming with us,” I said.

“Awa-what?”

I stepped back, still gripping her by the shoulders. “You’re coming with us. We can leave right away when we’re done here.” I looked her up and down. “We’ll have to stop and buy you some nice gear first. I have a few gold, and I’m sure Amaryllis would pitch in.”

“Awawa… why? I mean, you can’t, my parents—”

“Are big fat meanies if they’re doing things to you that you don’t want done.” I huffed just like Amaryllis did. “You could come with us, get some levels, go on a big adventure, and when you return you’ll be a whole new person. Or, well, I guess you could stay. I’m not going to make you come with us.”

“No, I mean, yes, I want to,” Awen said. Her lip wobbled and she dabbed at her eyes in a hurry before trying on a wobbly smile for me. “I really want to, Miss Bunch.”

“Why is the girl crying?” Amaryllis asked as she walked over to us.

“Ah,” I said. Now came the complicated part. Explaining to Amaryllis that I was planning on kidnapping a new potential-friend.

“Awa, Miss Bunch, she, she wants to save me,” Awen said. She snorted in a most unlady-like way.

“Broccoli, are you being an idiot again?” Amaryllis asked.

“No?”

She gave me a flat look. “Are you certain, Broccoli? Because I’m getting some very dumb vibes from this general area, and Awen here doesn’t seem like someone who’s braindead.”

“Well,” I said. “I might have agreed to consensually kidnap Awen to bring her on an adventure with us. And I might, maybe, have said that you’d help pay for it?”

“World damn it, Broccoli.”


Chapter Five

Friendship is Magical

“You… agree?” I said.

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately, I do.”

I looked around the Exploration Guild’s lobby, just to make sure there wasn’t some sort of prank wizard hiding in one corner, then, with a growing smile, I turned to Awen and grabbed both of her hands. “Amaryllis agrees! We’re going to kidnap you so hard!”

“Awa, I, I look forward to it, I think,” Awen said.

Amaryllis cleared her throat. “Do you at least want to hear my reasoning?” she wondered aloud.

“Sure!” I said. “I know you love talking.”

She glared, not that it stopped her from explaining. “Awen deserves better, which is already a decent start. This will ingratiate us with Abraham, her fool of an uncle, and if Awen gains any power in the future she might be indebted to us, and I don’t like the local humans.”

“Ah, that last one was a little… speciesist,” I said. “But it’s… for a good cause?”

“Sure,” Amaryllis agreed. “Did you pick out a mission?”

I shook my head. “Not really. I did see one that looked neat, but we got to talking about kidnapping Awen and I got distracted. Sorry?”

Amaryllis huffed and moved over to the mission book. “Show me.”

The mission that I had found was fairly simple. Travel out of Greenshade heading North and collect samples of any interesting or useful plants along the way, then return the samples, and a map of their locations, back to the Guild who would provide it to a local Alchemist’s group. “I think no one took it yet because it’s kind of boring to most people.”

“But you have a Gardening skill that might help you with it. No tight deadline either. We can grab this and use it as an excuse to meander along our route for a ways. If we’re careful we’ll find easy things to fight and gain experience with.”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said.

“Awa, f-fight?” Awen said.

“Don’t worry, Awen, Broccoli will keep you safe,” I said while flashing her a thumbs-up.

Amaryllis sighed. “I doubt your ability to keep yourself safe,” she said. “The area around Greenshade and towards the Nesting Kingdom should be relatively safe. We, that is, the harpy clans, make a point of keeping the area around the foothills of the Harpy Mountains clear of the more threatening monsters.”

I grinned and nodded along. “Cool! So, we’re taking the mission?”

Amaryllis agreed and soon she was back by the counter and registering the two of us for a bit of flower picking. Last time I had tried something like that, I had met Oak, so maybe this time would be just as fun. Though hopefully with fewer tentacle monsters. Awen didn’t seem to have the constitution for dealing with those.

When Amaryllis had finished up with all the dull paperwork stuff, we began to head out. The moment I started to reach a hand for Awen she placed hers in mine, though she did it with a bit of a blush.

“Miss Bunch?” Awen asked.

“You can call me Broccoli,” I said.

“I like calling her moron, or idiot,” Amaryllis said with more than a little snark. “It is both amusing and keeps her feet on Dirt.”

“Awaaa Br-Broccoli,” Awen stuttured. “Why are you helping me? I appreciate it, really, but I’m just me.”

I shook my head. “That’s a silly way of thinking about things. How about you point us towards a place where we can buy some good gear in a hurry and we’ll chat along the way. If you’re going to be an adventure buddy then we should learn more about each other.”

“Um, that way,” Awen said. “And what do you mean by silly?”

I didn’t want to dismiss her concern out of hand. In fact, it was all rather spur of the moment, even for me. Awen’s story was sad, true, but not disastrous. If I didn’t help her she would live a miserable life, yeah, but that was it. That was enough for me to want to help her. Plus, she seemed nice. A little shy, maybe, but the way her eyes lit up when she talked about her uncle and her tiny kernels of dreams made me want to just squish her cheeks.

“How many people live in Greenshade?” I asked.

Awen blinked. “Aw-about forty thousand fixed citizens. Twice as many vagrants who come and go?”

She didn’t sound entirely sure, but that was okay. “How many need a friend?” I asked. “How many of them are in need of a few more copper, or could use a warm blanket or a place to rest for the night?”

“I, I don’t know,” Awen said. She curled in on herself, which was silly. It wasn’t her fault that the world wasn’t always a nice place.

“I’m only the one Bun, I can’t be all of their friends. Some might need it more than you, but I can’t be there for all of them. But that’s no excuse not to be the friend of the person that needs one who is right in front of me. You look like you need a friend, really badly too. Um… do you have other friends?”

Awen shook her head. “The maids, some of them. But, most got fired after getting too close.”

I pouted, that was just cruel. “Well then, I’ll be your friend. And Amaryllis too.”

“Don’t go volunteering my friendship like that,” Amaryllis said.

“Hmph, fine, then I’ll be a super good friend to you, and you’ll win over Amaryllis by being really nice to her, and like, preening her feathers or something.”

Amaryllis trilled. “As if I’d let your clumsy human fingers touch my plumage.”

“Amaryllis is actually very cuddly, but she puts on a prickly exterior because she thinks that it makes her look cool,” I told Awen.

The girl nodded seriously while Amaryllis squawked and denied the obvious truth.

“Anyway, my point is that Broccoli Bunch says yes to friendship, and I guess it was coincidence or fate or whatever that I happened to bump into you while my friendship quota was unfilled.”

“You have a quota?” Amaryllis asked.

I nodded. “Yes. How many people are there on Dirt?”

“Idiot.”

“Miss… Broccoli,” Awen said while her hand squeezed mine a little harder and she focused on the path below. “Thank you. I’ll, I’ll try to be the best friend you’ve ever had. I promise!”

Holding hands with Awen turned out to be useful. It made it easier to pull her into a big tight hug. I only stopped it when her face had gone so red that I was afraid that she might have been running out of air.

We gathered a few looks, but I guess we—or at least Amaryllis and Awen—looked important enough that no one made a fuss. There were a lot more people around, and the area had changed a little, with more homes and quite a few businesses. None that looked as grand as those in Port Royal, and judging by the dismissive look on Amaryllis’ face, she was going to comment on how plebeian they all were, but I saw signs on stores that promised to sell what we needed.

The first stop was a general goods store, where I dragged Awen up to the counter and asked the clerk, a younger human boy, if they had any pre-made travelling bags.

Then, with Awen hugging her new backpack—one a bit smaller than my own—to her chest, we moved over to a clothing shop across the street.

“There are a bunch of things we’ll need, besides the blankets and food and such we got,” I said. “You’ll need a knife, for little things, like cutting food and rope and plants. And you’ll need some sort of weapon too, I guess. I have a spear you could use… I had a spear. Oh, shucks, I forgot my spear!”

“You dolt,” Amaryllis said. “I tossed it in my bank, no worries. Now, if you give her your spear, what will you use to defend yourself?”

“My shovel and my wits?” I asked.

Amaryllis laughed, in her strange, whistle-y way. “Might as well bow down and let yourself die, then.”

I harrumphed and pointed off to a shop at one end of the street. There was a large chimney sticking out the back, and the air smelled like charcoal the closer we came to it. “We can buy her something usable there,” I said.

“I—will I really need a weapon?” Awen asked.

I considered it, but the answer was rather obvious. “You’ll want to try to negotiate your way out of any fight first, but sometimes that just doesn’t work out and you need to fight. It’s not fun, and it’s not pretty, but I guess it is part of the adventure.”

“Awa, I see. Uncle Abe’s stories have lots of fights in them,” she said.

“I can assure you any battle we enter will be nothing like a fight involving that man,” Amaryllis said.

The weapon’s shop was filled with racks and racks of shiny tools of death and destruction. The place smelled like oil and wax and sweat and I loved it instantly. “Ohhh,” I cooed as I skipped down to a rack that held a whole slew of pretty swords.

“You have Inspect?” Amaryllis asked.

“Insight,” I corrected.

She nodded as she looked around. “Then we’ll be using that to find something. Half of these are awful.” She tapped one of the prettier swords with a talon.

A cheap steel sword of very common quality.

“Aww,” I said.

“Awa,” Awen said. “I don’t know what to use.”

I looked over to Amaryllis, who was my expert at all things non-friendship related. The harpy sighed and shook her head. “You’re a human, which means you have pretty little hands and decent arm strength. I’m assuming you don’t have any offensive magics? Of course not. Maybe… a warhammer? Broccoli is a surprisingly nimble fighter, and I’m better at range. We could use someone to act as… bait.”

“Bait,” Awen repeated faintly.

I gave her a side hug. “We can get you a big hammer to scare the monsters away with. And hammers can be used as tools, right? Do you think there are any mechanical weapons here?”

“None that I would trust,” Amaryllis said.

“I, I think a hammer would be okay,” Awen said. “My uncle had one for some time. It was a good weapon, he said.”

“Brilliant!” I said. A few of the other customers glanced my way, but they went back to minding their own business soon enough. I drug Awen over to a wall rack that had a bunch of hammers on display. Plenty of them were all black with spikes and heads made to look like wolves or dragons and such, most of those were of rather poor quality. One caught my eye because it was shorter and really simple. Just a steel head, a few metal bits holding that in place, and a nice shaft made of some dark wood.

“Insight,” I said while pushing some mana into the skill.

A simple warhammer of Uncommon Quality. Recently modified after the hilt was damaged.

“This one is nice,” I said as I handed the hammer to Awen. She weighed it in both hands, gave me an uncertain look, then swung the hammer around a few times while I backed out of kneecapping range.

“Awa, I, I think I like it,” she said.

“Neat!” I said before dragging Awen to the counter where a young woman in an apron was waiting. “I’ll pay for this one.”

“Th-thank you, Miss Bunch,” Awen said.

“Wait, why didn’t I get thanked for buying that backpack of yours?” Amaryllis asked. “Am I just a canary to you two?”

“You’re the prettiest canary,” I said.

It was a little hard to pay for the hammer while Amaryllis bonked my head, but I managed.


Chapter Six

The Adventurer Look

“Hmm,” I said.

“Hrm,” Amaryllis agreed.

Awen balled her fists in the material of her skirt. “Awa, is something wrong?”

I nodded, but instead of answering her, I looked around the shop we had found our way over to. It was filled with clothes of all sorts, most of it on mannequins, but a lot of it hooked onto wooden walls with slats to keep the clothes in place.

This wasn’t a shop like the one Amaryllis had brought me to. It felt a little cheaper, and while some of the clothes on display were nice, some lacked… refinement? I couldn’t quite pin why, but it was obvious that the quality here was just a pinch lower than what was available in Port Royal. And this was supposed to be the best shop for delving and exploration clothes.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“Frankly, nor am I,” Amaryllis agreed.

Awen, who was still wearing the same pretty dress she had come in with, shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Sure about what?”

“How to make you look like a proper adventurer,” I said. “See, looking good while out on an adventure is really important.”

“It is?” Awen asked.

I nodded. “Does your uncle spend a lot of time taking care of his magnificent mustache?”

“Awa, I guess he does?”

“Well there you have it,” I said. “So, we need to make you look awesome.”

“I, I don’t know if I can do that,” Awen said.

I snorted. “‘Course you can! Amaryllis and I will fix you right up! First, we need to figure out what sort of outfit we’re aiming for, though. You’re a mechanic right? We could lean into that. Go for something with lots of pockets.”

“I like that idea,” Amaryllis said. “Some pants. They have decent ones around here somewhere.”

“Pants?” Awen said. “I’ve never worn pants before.”

“Really?” I asked. “I like skirts better myself, but even I’m wearing shorts underneath. See?” I grabbed the hem of my skirts, which were fairly thick on account of the padding, and lifted them to reveal the shorts beneath.

“Awaaaaa,” was all Awen said. She stared for a long few seconds before her face went very red and she slapped both hands over her eyes. “I’ll wear the pants,” she squeaked.

I dropped my skirts and looked at Amaryllis, but she was just shaking her head.

“We can wear whatever, really,” I said. “This is for you, so you should pick out things that you like. We’re just here to, uh, mentor you along. We’re your Obi Wan. But… without the… that was a bad example.”

“You’re being stupid again. More so than usual,” Amaryllis said.

I stuck my tongue out at her and walked over to Awen to help her out.

What followed was a flurry of activity as Awen hesitated over every option Amaryllis and I pointed out, and only set aside a few things for her to try on. Fortunately, the shopkeeper didn’t seem to mind our ‘oohing’ and ‘ahhing’ over their stuff.

“That,” Awen said.

I paused while looking at a little rack covered in belts and, after following her gaze, found that Awen was staring at a long coat on a hanger way off in the back of the room. It reminded me of a trench coat, with a few buckles around the waist and a flaring bottom. It was done in what looked like a fairly breathe-y material that was almost exactly the same blue as my own outfit.

“You like it?” I asked.

“Awa, I mean… yes?” she said. “If it’s not too much?”

“Of course it isn’t, not if you like it!”

Awen’s new outfit, which she ended up changing into in a little booth to one side, was quite plain and somewhat unassuming. Long pants of a dark brown material, a blouse made of a thick cotton and my new boots that I never really got around to wearing.

She had a bandolier over that, and a pair of belts, one to hold up her pants, the other with a loop for her hammer.

And, of course, the entire thing was covered by her long coat, buckled at the front in a way that almost made it look like a dress. It tied the outfit together quite nicely.

“I like it,” I said with a thumbs up.

“Th-thank you,” Awen said. She shifted on the spot a little, her knees rubbing together in a way that her skirts would have hidden. Poor thing, she was so nervous! So I glomped her for good measure.

“Now you’re ready for adventure!” I said.

The shopkeeper coughed.

“Just as soon as we pay!”

“Are you comfortable?” I asked.

Awen shifted a little, blonde hair falling down the nape of her neck and into her new coat. We were going to need to get her a nice hat to finish the ensemble, and maybe something a bit more armoured for underneath, but she did look great.

“I’m comfortable, yes,” she said. “Um, the pants pull at my thighs, but I think that’s normal?”

“I can check you out later, for chafing or the like, if you want.”

“Awa! N-no! No, I’m okay,” Awen said.

I shrugged and looked up to the gates ahead of us. We all came to a slow stop before them and kind of just, stared. The gates weren’t anything special, just a large building set into a stone wall with a bus-sized portcullis and a few guards standing by. The city continued on the other side of the gate, with smaller homes and tents and the like.

Leaving, at least for me, was just the first step on another adventure. But for Awen…

The girl’s legs were trembling, her eyes were wide, and I was afraid that she might start hyperventilating at any moment.

“Are you sure?” I asked her. “You could always stay?”

Awen looked back over her shoulder, deeper into the city, then back to the gate and the wide world beyond. She tried to speak, but no words came out.

Then, with a face set with growing determination and a fire that sparked in her eyes, she stomped forwards and out of the city.

“She’s pretty brave, I’ll give her that much,” Amaryllis said as she watched our new friend go.

“What do you think of her?” I asked.

“She’s inexperienced, naive, gullible and likely to get herself into trouble at the first opportunity,” Amaryllis said. “But she also seems well-educated and smart, which is more than I can say about my other friend.”

“You called me your friend!”

“Idiot,” Amaryllis said as she started after Awen.

Not to be outdone, I ran after the pair of them and glomped Awen from behind. “Well done,” I whispered into her ear. “I’m really proud of you.”

“Awa! Th-thanks!”

I gave her a last squeeze, then grabbed her hand and started running ahead. “C’mon, it’s past midday! If we want to find a neat place to camp we ought to get going!”

“You’re the one that made us stop at nearly every shop,” Amaryllis said.

I stuck out my tongue at her before a delighted giggle tore its way out of my throat. Maybe it was having a new friend, maybe it was walking off into another adventure, or maybe it was just the sun shining above and the happy sounds of a bustling city. Either way, I felt like every step I took could launch me into the sky.

Greenshade’s outer regions, basically everything past the walls, were a mix of much smaller homes and large tents, dotted with the occasional warehouse and store. The people here weren’t dressed as prettily as those in Port Royal. Drab clothes with stains so old that removing them would probably ruin the cloth and I saw plenty of men who were just not wearing shirts or shoes.

We had to pause at one intersection to let a flock of sheep pass by, led by a bored shepherd who seemed practiced at ignoring the jabs and insults of the other people blocked on the road.

There was even a stench to the air, one that had Awen pressing the sleeve of her new coat over her mouth and nose.

“This place is filthy,” Amaryllis said.

“The people here must get very sick,” I added as I watched a group of human kids run after a wooden loop. They were all barefoot and covered in mud from head to toe.

Awen nodded. “We have lots of problems with illnesses. We hire a lot of healers, but the moment one sickness is put down another rises up, and the greater part of the population is made up of caravaneers and vagrants. They bring new ones all the time.”

I shivered and let loose a small burst of cleaning magic around myself. I hoped it worked on bacteria and the like.

The number of houses thinned out as we reached the northern outskirts and were replaced by lots with tents and wagons and carriages parked by pens that held big horses.

The roads turned from cobbles to packed dirt, and then back to cobbles again as we reached the very end of the city.

Greenshades didn’t have an outer wall. Instead, the city just… ended. It was a little jarring to go from a stinky road where you needed to avoid droppings on every other step to a wide open countryside with… a bit less poop on the roads.

“I’m… out?” Awen asked.

I grinned. “I guess you are,” I said. “Amaryllis, do you know the region at all?”

“Not very well, no,” Amaryllis admitted. “But we’re aiming for Rosenbell, which is to the North West.” She pointed off in that direction, towards a road that moved through a bunch of orchards.

“Awa,” Awen said. “Um, if you go straight that way, we’ll need to cross part of the desert.”

“So, we should go another way?” I asked.

Awen clasped her hands together. “If, if you want, yes? It’s safer to go straight North, then turn west once you’re a bit past the desert, otherwise, um, the sand and the heat can be pretty bad.”

“Ah yes, sand, it gets everywhere,” I said, then pouted because no one in this world was going to get my awesome references. “Whelp, off we go!”

“J-just like that?” Awen asked.

“Yup!” I said as I began walking North. Amaryllis snorted and was by my side a moment later, and I heard Awen’s boots thumping behind me as she ran to keep up.

“Oh, okay. Awa, if… if I’m not very good at adventuring, can, can you help me? Again? I know I’m asking for a lot, but I swear, I’ll work hard, and I’ll improve.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. “As long as you try your best and are a good friend, then having you along will just make the adventure ever more fun.”

Awen nodded so hard her hair was whipping back and forth behind her. “Yes! I promise, I’ll do my best. I’m going to be just like you, Broccoli.”

“I sure hope not,” Amaryllis said. “The world has enough of one Broccoli.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.

“It means your eternal optimism and naivety are lowering the world’s average intelligence,” Amaryllis snarked back.

“Yeah, but I’m increasing the world’s average friendliness, so I’m making it a better place,” I said. “All you’re doing is making it even snobbier.”

Amaryllis squawked. “I’m not snobbish!”

“The most snobbiest,” I said.

The harpy bumped her shoulder against mine, and trilled happily before she let loose a long string of insults about me, my intelligence, and every choice I had ever made. Awen stared wide-eyed, but I think she clued in on the fact that neither of us were really angry at each other, because she wore a happy little smile as she watched us bicker back and forth.

Soon, we’d get her to join in on it too.

It was a fun start to what would no doubt be a grand adventure!


Chapter Seven

Denying Moronity

“Skipping,” I explained to Awen who was listening with rapt attention. “Is the very best way to travel. Not only is it more fun than just walking, it also lets you practice your jump skill and it’s a bit faster.”

“Ah, I see,” Awen said.

Amaryllis shook her head, and unlike Awen, she didn’t start skipping next to me because she was just unfun that way.

The area around Greenshade, or at least to the immediate North, was flat, only marked by the occasional patches of trees or a jutting boulder or two. The ground wasn’t even though, with a slight downhill grade that made it hard not to break out into a jog. It would be hard to walk back to the city up the slight incline, but that was a problem for us on the way back.

So far, we’d been walking for a few hours, with only one or two little breaks. Awen’s first bathroom pause—behind a large rock—had left the girl quite red faced and embarrassed. I suppose she had never really roughed it before.

I had to be extra-nice to her to make up for it. The adventuring life could be a little harsh. I loved it, but not everyone would, and I didn’t want her to get disillusioned. If she decided that it wasn’t for her, then that would be sad, but I’d still do my best to make it so that she was happy while doing whatever else she chose to do!

We stepped to the side of the road as a caravan rolled past. It hadn’t been the first to move by, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. There seemed to be a fair amount of traffic so close to the city, but Awen assured us that it thinned out the farther we would go.

Most of that traffic came from the North, from the independent cities. Some came from other parts of Mattergrove, and still some came from the huge desert to the West, though the last was a bit uncommon.

“Look, flowers!” I said as I pointed ahead. There were, indeed, some flowers growing next to the road a little ways ahead. They caught my eye because they were a bright, cheery yellow, with hundreds of tiny flowers all clumped together at the end of a stalk.

“Can you identify it?” Amaryllis asked.

“Sure thing,” I said as I stopped near them. The flowers seemed to turn to face my way, so I didn’t dare approach them too much. “Insight.”

Common Goldenrod.

“Hmm,” I said. I moved to the flower’s other side and the plant shifted so that the flowers followed me around, aleit slowly. “Neat,” I said as I dropped my backpack and searched for my copy of Herbs for Healing, Plants for Power.


“This is, um, part of your mission, right?” Awen asked as she stopped nearby.

“Yup. I have the Gardening skill, so I figured it would be a neat mission to take. That, and I get to grind my skills a little. Gardening is approaching disciple. Not sure if I’ll put any points into it yet.”

“Have you decided on how you’ll distribute your early points?” Amaryllis asked.

I nodded as I rifled through the book. “Yeah. I’m going to get Cleaning to Expert. I have the skill points for it, but Cleaning isn’t ready to rank up yet.”

“Expert Cleaning, huh?” Amaryllis said. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of anyone bothering to get it that high,” Amaryllis said. “What about you, Awen?”

“Awa? N-no. We have some maids who have Cleaning, and Albert has it too, I think.”

“Aha!” I said as I found the page on Goldenrod.


Goldenrod


A common plant found in open prairies and plains. The flowers will always face the sun or the nearest source of gold if said source is near enough. Some thieves plant this flower within cities to pick out people carrying valuables on their person. The stem and roots have uses as simple anti-inflammatories and cures for toothache. The flower can be used in the creation of the GoldenEye potion.

There was a recipe for a simple potion that would act as an anti-inflammatory, but nothing about the GoldenEye potion. I shut my book and approached the flower. It didn’t move my way, probably because my gold was in my pack.

“Thank you, miss flower,” I said as I bowed to the flower. I cut off a few stems with my knife and yanked out a few roots, then cleaned them up before turning it into a neat bundle that I slid into a pouch. “Ready to move on?” I asked the others.

“Yes!” Awen said.

I grinned at her enthusiasm. “Alright! Let’s go!”

“What did I do to deserve this?” Amaryllis asked the skies.

Giggling, I pulled at her taloned hand and started moving again. We had a few days of travel left, most of it over roads that seemed rather quiet. It would be a great opportunity to get to know each other.

“Miss Bunch?”

“Call me Broccoli,” I said. “We’re friends, right?”

“Awaa… th-then call me Awen,” Awen said. “You have the Gardening and Cleaning skills, yes?”

“I do,” I said.

“Um, are they important to adventuring? I’m not sure if my skills are good for this or not,” Awen said.

I shrugged. “They’re good for adventuring the way I like to do it, but that doesn’t mean they would be good for you,” I said. “I guess it depends on what your role in a team is, and maybe whether or not you intend to adventure alone.”

“I’d rather adventure with you, Broccoli, than alone,” Awen said.

“Aww, you’re just so cute!” I said as I grabbed Awen into a sidelong hug.

Awen shook her head, her cheeks warming up. “No, no I don’t have that skill.”

I froze up, then laughed. It might have sounded a little high-pitched. “Of course not, of course not. No one has that. Haha.”

“I’m just worried that I’ll slow you down, Broccoli,” Awen said. “I’m only level eight, and I know that I should be stronger, but I’m not.”

“No one’s worried about slowing me down?” Amaryllis asked. “Broccoli, pass Orange over to me. At least the cat’s indifference feels natural.”

I blinked, then smiled sheepishly at Amaryllis. “Don’t worry Amaryllis. You’re my best friend in this world. There’s no way I’d forget about you. You don’t need to be jealous!”

“I’m not jealous,” Amaryllis said… jealously.

I raised my other arm, an invitation for her to join the hug.

Amaryllis huffed.

I wiggled my arm in the air and let my lower lip wobble a little.

Amaryllis crossed her wings, looked the other way, and slowly walked in such a way that she somehow, through no fault of her own, ended up within hugging range.

Grinning so hard that my cheeks hurt, I hugged my friends close until Amaryllis huffed and pulled away and I had to let go of Awen because her face was turning very red. Was I making it hard for her to breathe?

“Anyway,” I said. “Don’t worry about your level Awen, you’re a level above me already, and we’ll only get stronger as we adventure!”

“Awa, I am?”

“Yup! I’m only level seven.”

Amaryllis eyed Awen for a bit. “Still, eight levels with your original class in… how old are you?”

“I’m fifteen?” Awen said.

“A year younger than me,” I said.

“R-really,” Awen said. “Oh, thank the world, I was worried that I would be so far behind.”

I snorted. There was no way she would be that far behind me, of all people. “So, what kind of skills do you have?”

“That’s a rather rude question to ask,” Amaryllis said.

I blinked. “Didn’t you ask me something similar not so long ago?”

“Yes, but you’re an incompetent moron who doesn’t know that it’s taboo to be asked that kind of thing,” Amaryllis said.

“B-Broccoli isn’t incompetent,” Awen said.

Amaryllis trilled. “You’re not denying that she’s a moron?”

“Awa! That’s not what I meant!”

I couldn’t help but giggle as Awen waved her hands in the air and made motions as if to deny everything. “I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have asked that,” I said once things calmed down. “I tend to be very proactive at sticking my foot in my mouth.”

Awen smiled at the ground. “That’s… okay. It’s endearing. Um. As for my skills, I don’t mind telling Miss Broccoli.”

We all paused as a carriage rolled up before us and rattled past on the way to Greenshade, the man at the reins looking half-asleep. When the dust cleared off the road we continued our trek.

“My skills aren’t very impressive. Um. I have Tinkering, as a starting skill for my Mechanic’s class. Um, did you want me to explain them as I go?”

“I’d love to hear about it, yeah!” I said. Learning more was definitely a good idea.

Awen flushed. She was probably the kind of girl that would have hated to make presentations in front of the whole class. “Awa, yes, well. I have Tinkering, as I said. That allows me to make things with more ease. Book Smart, which is to help me learn from reading.”

Amaryllis nodded. “That’s a good skill. I have it as a general.”

“Ah, yes. Um. Kitbash, which is to make things with… non-standard parts. Clockwork, which is a skill that helps make timed devices and that helps with, um, my timing?”

“So cool,” I said.

Awen flushed harder. The poor thing. She was like a puppy that had never gotten any love, and everyone knows that puppies deserve literally all the love.

“And, my last skill is Mad Scientist. It’s, ah, it allows me to enter a fugue state to build things. It’s a little strange.”

“It sounds awesome!”

Amaryllis looked at Awen for a bit. “That’s a rather focused spread of skills, I’m reluctantly impressed.”

“Thank you, miss Albatross,” Awen said.

“What about your general skills?” I asked. “I just got a new one called Physical Manakinesis, and I need to practice it a bunch soon to get good.”

“Ah, well, mine aren’t all that great,” Awen said. Her hands clasped together over her tummy and her head bowed a little more. “I have… Unnoticeable. It allows me to go unnoticed.”

She definitely needed more hugs. And maybe her parents deserved a stern talking-to.

“And I have Etiquette, Dance, Instrumentalist and Embroidery.”

Amaryllis made a happy humming sound. “Instrumentalist is impressive, that must have taken some effort to obtain.”

“What is it?” I wondered.

“It’s a skill,” Amaryllis began. “That allows a person to better play musical instruments. It’s a merged skill. I think you need three separate musical skills to unlock it. Awen here must have spent some time learning to play different instruments.”

“Awa, the flute and the piano, mostly,” she said. “Um, uncle would bring strange instruments home too. I have… had a lute.”

“So, if we find you a new lute, you could play music for us when we camp?” I asked.

“Speaking of camp,” Amaryllis said. She gestured ahead of us, to where the monotony of the open plains was broken up by a little patch of woodlands. “We could set up there. It’s a little early for it still, but better to camp near a ready source of wood than in an open field where the wind will toss our tents away.”

“I’ve never set up a camp before,” Awen said. “I hope you don’t mind showing me how?”

“I’d love to!” I said. A look at the sky revealed that it was getting a bit later, with the sun well on its way to the horizon and the big mountain ranges to the East. We still had time for a bunch of campside fun.

I only wish we had brought some marshmallows that we could roast while talking around the fire. But that didn’t matter, we were going to have tons of fun!


Chapter Eight

Dibs on Petting

Setting up camp was something of an adventure.

We had found a nice spot a little ways off the main road. Close enough to hear the few carts still moving about, but not so close that we could see anything. It was a nice enough spot, with a flat bit of ground on the downwind side of a little hill. We had plenty of trees all around us, and no animal trails that we could see.

Awen had been left to guard the camp while Amaryllis and I scavenged branches and such for a fire. Really, it had been an excuse to let the poor girl sit down and relax. Her feet had started to blister from all the walking and I think she was minutes away from just collapsing. Her previous lifestyle hadn’t included half-day-long walks and trekking through forests.

Amaryllis and I made a few trips until we had a nice pile of sticks to work with. Some Cleaning magic took off any moss and such from them and I set about preparing a campfire while Amaryllis pitched a tent.

I stacked the wood as neatly as I could, two pieces on each end serving as walls to hold all the branches that I chopped into foot-long lengths in place. Then I stripped some bark and made a neat pile of it to one side.

Digging a small pit was easy because I had a spade. I found it mildly ironic that I had done a lot of things with my spade, but it was only now that I was using it for actual digging.

A few rocks picked from around the campsite served to line the sides of my little firepit, then I tossed in the bark and a few smaller branches.

The entire time, Awen looked at me with fascination, as if I was doing something really cool instead of just starting a fire.

I pinched my tongue between my lips and brought my hand up as I crouched before the fire. Mana poured into my hand with just a tiny bit more ease than it usually did. A byproduct of Physical Manakinesis, maybe? Then I started to form a fireball.

It was slow going, carefully crafting first the ball itself, then the cone, then I aimed it at the firepit and let loose.

A few branches and some bark flew out of the pit as my anemic fireball burped.

There was a distinct lack of fire when the dirt cleared, and Awen had her arms thrown over her head for cover as little bits of wood rained down around us.

I pouted. Had that been too weak? There was certainly some sort of kinetic component to the tiny fireball, and a bit of an explosion. Maybe I needed to think hotter thoughts?

“What kind of moronic idiocy are you up to now?” Amaryllis asked as she stomped over to me and placed her talons on her hips so that she could glare down.

“I’m starting a fire?” I tried.

“The only spells you know are Fireball and a plethora of cleaning magic. Now, seeing as how I’m the one with the brains between the two of us, I can only guess that you’re trying to start a fire with a Fireball spell.”

“Uh, yeah?”

“A spell meant to kill things, with fire, as opposed to one meant to light things on fire?” Amaryllis added.

“Uh, I mean, it should work, right?”

She sighed and for a moment looked like someone trying to suppress a headache. Then she bent down, picked up a bunch of sticks and tossed them in the pit. Her hand glowed for a moment and then a small, controlled jet of electric-blue fire shot onto the wood. When she cut it off a moment later the sticks were most definitely on fire. “Don’t try that again. There are spells for starting fires. What you tried was like… cutting toast with a claymore.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well it’s a good thing you’re here to help!” I said.

Amaryllis huffed. “Moron. The tent’s set up. We’ll need to squeeze in two at a time. Are we doing three watch rotations or…?”

I thought about it for just a moment before shaking my head. “No. Two. You and I are both a bit more used to this. Awen needs more time to recover.”

“Awa, I, I can do my part. I wouldn’t want to rob you of sleep.”

I shook my head, a grin plastering itself across my face. “Nuh-uh. Tomorrow will be your first full day of adventure. You don’t want to miss it because you’re a little tired. And besides, Amaryllis and I weren’t planning on having a third person, so later on, when you do take your turn with the watch, we’ll both get to sleep more than we thought.”

“Awww, oh okay,” Awen said.

Grinning, I tossed a few more sticks onto the fire while Amaryllis returned to working on the tent. “Do you know any magic?” I asked Awen.

“Awa, a few little spells,” she said. “Some for lighting lamps, a few cooling spells. And I’m okay with the levitation spell. The wind aspect one.”

“That sounds awesome!” I said. “I want to learn all sorts of neat magic. Mostly because magic is cool, and I want to be even cooler.”

“Then I think you’ll be the best at magic in no time,” Awen said.

“Thanks!” I said. “I have a few scrolls for spells that aren’t Fireball. Amaryllis, do you think you could teach me another spell?”

“You’ve hardly mastered Fireball,” she said. “But I can’t see the harm in you practicing something a little different, as long as it’s a simple enough spell.”

I pulled my pack closer and rooted within until I found the scrolls I had bought at Booksie’s store. “I have Holy Light, Light Ball and Draw Water,” I said.

“Light Ball,” Amaryllis said almost right away. “It’ll be the easiest to teach you, it’s fairly close to Fireball, and it’s the sort of versatile spell that will teach you how to do other things in the future.”

The harpy came over to sit next to the fire and, with a twist of her hand, had pen and paper next to her. She wrote something and poofed it away, then her rucksack appeared. I watched as she fished out a pot and a can with a metal screw tab on it. Soon, beans were being warmed on the fire and Amaryllis was sticking some sausages on sticks. Rocks placed just-so held them near the fire.

I pulled my attention back to my scrolls, then selected the right one and began reading through it. The spell was close to Fireball at first glance. Though this one had less swirls to it, and a long thin line of mana needed to be fed into it at all times. One that supposedly let the caster control the spell with a thought.

“Light aspect mana, huh,” I said.

“Obviously,” Amaryllis replied.

I set the scroll aside and fished out plates and some hardtack and cheese. Then I fetched out my tea kettle and filled it with water to boil.

Sending mana into the kettle while also pooling some in my opposite hand took a lot more effort than I would have thought, like rubbing my tummy and my head in opposite directions, but that just meant it was a good bit of exercise to practice my magic. “Hey, Amaryllis, do you have a skill for magic stuff?”

“I’m a mage, Broccoli. Of course I have magical skills.”

“No, I mean, manipulating mana and such.”

My birdy friend nodded. “Thunder Aspect Manipulation, at disciple. It’s a merged skill that comes from the Thunder and Mana Manipulation skills. It narrows down the range of spells I can easily cast, but the added efficiency of my main mana aspect can’t be overlooked.”

“More boom for your buck?” I asked.

“Something like that. Speaking of skills, last time you were mentioning your skills you spoke of three of them, but you’re level seven. You should have four class skills.”

“Haha,” I said. “I, uh, have… the Cool skill.”

Amaryllis stopped paying attention to the food and turned to give me the flattest look I had ever seen. “Broccoli. You are not only a poor liar. You’re an imbecilic one.”

I flushed and looked away. “Sorry. Lying is wrong, I know.”

“So, what’s your fourth skill?” she asked again.

“I’d rather not say,” I said.

“My class skills are Thunder Aspect Manipulation, Electrostatic Discharge, Thunder Clap, Mage Sight, and Electrostimulus. It’s taboo to tell someone you’re not close to what your skills are, but I trust you enough that I don’t mind telling you. And Awen here couldn’t do anything with the knowledge if she tried.”

“Why are you telling me that?” I wondered.

“It’s part of the social contract that when someone tells someone else something private that they need to return the favour by sharing something in kind. We call it reciprocation at the academy. It works better on humans than on harpy.”

I choked, uncertain of what to say as my jaw worked. That was utterly unfair. She was trying to manipulate me, in broad firelight, to tell her something I didn’t want to divulge. And then she explained how she was manipulating me! The height of meanness. That was telling the puppy you were going to kick it before doing so.

Maybe it wasn’t that bad, but still.

“Th-then I won’t tell you,” I huffed.

I had better things to do, like prepare the tea. And practice my magic and…

“It’s Cute, my last skill is Cute,” I sobbed.

Amaryllis gasped and turned towards me with wide eyes. “Cute? Cute? The forbidden skill? Don’t you know what happens to people with that skill?”

I stared back, eyes widening to match and heart thumping in my chest like a crazed bunny. “N-no, what happens?” I asked.

She leaned a little closer. “The people who have the Cute skill,” she said in a low whisper. I came closer to hear better. “Get mercilessly teased by their friends… forever!”

It took a moment for that to register, and by the time it did, Amaryllis was trilling with strange birdy laughter. “Rude!” I shouted back.

“Really Broccoli? You got the Cute skill? That’s… well it’s certainly you,” Amaryllis said. “I’d advise against putting too many points into it. Maybe you can merge it with something later.”

I flushed. “It’s not like I asked for it. I wanted the Cool skill.”

“I, I think you’re cool,” Awen said. “Even if you’re also c-cute… awa.”

“Thanks Awen,” I said. “You’re a good friend. Did you hear that, Amaryllis? Awen can make uplifting comments without teasing her friends about their misfortunes in life. Be more like Awen.”

Amaryllis chuckled and leaned to the side to bump her shoulder against mine. “Food’s ready,” she said.

We separated everything onto three plates, then I poured some tea into some mugs that Amaryllis had and we got down to eating. It wasn’t inn food, but it was filling and hot and it tasted a little smokey from the fire.

“So, tomorrow we’re on the road again,” I said after swallowing some beans and wiping my mouth clean with the back of my hand.

The girls both nodded.

“Are there any monsters or anything we need to be careful about? Bandits?”

Amaryllis hummed, but she looked to Awen since she was our sort of expert here.

“Awa, I don’t think so? There are wolves, but they’re rare. And in the desert there are lots of monsters in the sand, but not in the plains. And we have lots of guards passing by, so there shouldn’t be bandits. The only ones we might run into are the drolls, and they’re easy to handle. Or, awa, so I’ve been told, I guess.”

“Drolls?” I asked.

“Large dog people,” Amaryllis said. “They roam in packs. Not too violent, unless you provoke them. They’re clever enough to barter with, though they don’t have much worth trading for. Some have tried to put them to work, but it’s not usually worth it.”

“Awesome,” I said. “So, um, dibs on first watch, and if we meet some drolls, I get to pet them first.”


Chapter Nine

Flower Picking

I woke up to something pushing my chest in a very rude place.

I would have dismissed it, but whatever it was was warm and moved a little, and it was very distracting. So I slid one eye open and took in the interior of the tent. The walls were painted in splotches of bright blue where the morning sunlight beat against the canvas, and as I came awake, I noticed the happy birdsong of a forest coming to life.

Then my eyes focused and I noticed the prompt hovering before me.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Friendmaking skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank C costs one (1) General Skill Point


Had that levelled while I slept?

How?

The warm weight on my chest shifted again and I looked down. Awen was hugging me. One arm over my chest, with a hand pressed up on my tummy where my shirt had ridden up and her head was using me as a pillow.

It was kind of cute. That was, until her mouth worked and I saw a line of drool leak out to stain my shirt.

I giggled, then giggled harder when the noise made Awen smile in her sleep. The poor thing must have been having a nice dream. Determined not to wake her up, I shuffled to the side, carefully extricating myself from her grip with what little agility I had so early in the morning.

When I finally stumbled out of the tent it was to find Amaryllis sitting by the burnt out campfire, a pen in one talon and a metallic tablet on one leg and Orange lounging on the other.

“Morning,” I said.

“You managed to pry her off you,” Amaryllis asked as she finished writing a line down on the paper before her. She signed her name at the bottom with a flourish, then blew across the page.

“Hmm,” I said. “Yeah. I guess she’s not used to sleeping with people and glomped onto the warmth.”

“Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what’s happening,” Amaryllis said. She folded the page carefully, then scribbled something on the back.

“What’re you writing?” I wondered as I turned around and snuck back into the tent. My armour was laying off to one side where I had chucked it off before bed. Once I retrieved it I could start dressing again.

“A letter to my family. I keep them informed.”

“Of our adventures?”

“Amongst other things.” She disappeared the letter and her writing into her ring and then stood up with a groan. Had she been sitting there all throughout her watch? “Hardtack on the road?” Amaryllis asked.

“Sure.” It wasn’t exactly a five-star breakfast, and maybe Awen would be a teensy bit disappointed, but it would allow us to make a bit more headway on our trip.

According to Awen a caravan from Rosenbell to Greenshade took four to five days. On foot, it would take us a bit longer, though it was possible we could take shortcuts where there were no roads.

Once I was all armoured up, we set about cleaning the camp, picking up our things, and generally getting ready for the day until the last thing left to stuff away was the tent and the equipment within.

I crawled under the flap and found Awen curled up in a little ball under a pile of blankets. I almost felt bad for waking her up, but she had gotten her eight hours and then some. “Awen?” I whispered as I shook her shoulder.

She made a little whining noise and shifted to be deeper under the blankets.

I laughed. “Awen, wakey wakey, no eggs and hardtack.”

I wasn’t good at rhyming.

Awen opened her eyes and looked around before locking onto me. “Miss Broccoli?”

“The one and only,” I said. “We’re going to be leaving soon and it wouldn’t do to leave you behind, would it?”

“Awa,” she said as she sat up and rubbed at her eyes. “Okay. Let me get dressed and I’ll be with you.”

I grinned and stepped out.

A few minutes later, Awen was ready to go, the tent was packed away and poofed by Amaryllis and we were off. Pushing through the bush was annoying for a little bit, but as soon as we hit the road it became a whole lot easier to travel.

We set an easy pace at first, just a fast walk that took advantage of the slight incline in the terrain to keep us from getting tired. Awen’s sore feet didn’t make a return that I could tell.

Once we were through the forest the world opened up into another huge plain that stretched out far to the west. The grassy land slowly turned yellow near the horizon. “Is that the desert?” I asked.

“The sand,” Awen said. “It gets kicked up by the wind and covers parts of the plain. The actual desert is farther away, I think.”

“Neat.”

Bored with just walking normally, I started to push mana into my hands, varying the ebb and flow of it, while also making it spin this way and that. It took a bit of focus, but after nearly an hour I had figured it out a little.

My dad had taught me that when you were learning something new, at first you would improve a whole lot in a short while. Then you’d start to learn slower and slower as you perfected what you learned.

I imagined that magic was similar, especially when skills came into play. Initially there would be great leaps in ability and such, but eventually you’d hit a point where learning more took more and more time and effort.

It was something to think on, but not really a problem. I was so close to the very bottom of that learning curve that every hour spent practicing probably increased my ability exponentially.

“Hey, Amaryllis, how do I make Light aspect mana, and what’s it good for?”

Amaryllis eyed me for a bit. She had seemed happy to see me practicing earlier so I didn’t think the question would bother her. Also, there was nothing else to do. “Light aspect is one of the stranger ones,” she said. “It’s conceptually simple. Make your mana brighter. At some point you’ll have light or near-light mana.”

She raised a hand and a ball of mana formed in her palm. It crackled and snapped and hummed, but that subsided as the ball began to glow brighter and brighter until it was almost hard to look at.

Amaryllis dismissed it with a wave of her talons. “As for its uses. The obvious ones are all utilitarian. Most harpys have worse night vision than humans, or so I’ve been told. There are some creatures that will be hurt by light mana, but they’re uncommon. At higher ranks light magic can be devastatingly dangerous though. But for all of the speed and accuracy and power of high level light magic, you’re usually better off just calling down lightning on whatever you want to kill that badly.”

“I sense a bias,” I said.

“I notice a lack of practicing,” she snapped right back.

Snorting, I got back to it. Light was… bright? I fiddled with my mana, pouring more into my hands, shifting it this way and that. The light it emitted was bright, but not as Amaryllis’ had been.

Was I meant to think bright thoughts? Maybe I had to think like a photon or something.

I really wish I had access to Google. My last physics class was a few weeks in the past, which was plenty of time to forget a lot of the stuff I had known about electromagnetic spectrums and such.

I could have asked Amaryllis for more help, but I had time to figure this out on my own, and maybe magic was like drawing, where if you spent enough time figuring it out without too much help, you’d learn to develop your own style.

If I couldn’t get my mana to be light mana, then maybe I could at least try something else.

I started to move my hand in the air while pouring out thin streamers of mana, kind of like how Raynald had done, but with none of the grace he had. It kind of worked, and felt more natural besides.

Pushing the mana out into a more complicated shape while gesturing also felt better and easier. I cupped my hands together by my side, gathered mana within in a swirling ball, then shoved my hands out before me.

A teeny tiny fireball leapt ahead of me and dispersed in the air some dozen meters away.

That had been a lot easier than making it from scratch.

Physical Manakinesis

F - 35%

I hummed, then waved my hand in the air in a cutting gesture while firing a burst of cleaning magic. It swept out and pushed against the top of the nearby grass.

I tried the same with fire aspect mana. It wasn’t quite right, and all I did was waste a lot of mana and warm the air up, but it felt right. Not a spell, not really, but pure elemental mana pushed into the world to do something.

Physical Manakinesis

F - 38%

And it seemed as if I was on the right track, more or less. “Neat,” I said.

“Figure something out?” Amaryllis asked.

“I think so. But magic is complicated.”

Amaryllis snorted. “Idiot. If it was easy everyone would be using it. I’m impressed you’re even trying, you strike me more as a ‘hit things hard’ kind of person than a ‘light them on fire’ sort.”

“Awa, I don’t think Broccoli is like that.”

“I don’t want to light people on fire,” I said. Just the world around me. “I should learn more defensive magic, just in case though.”

“There are spells that create bursts of blinding light with light aspect mana. Or you could learn some earth aspect spells for defensive uses, but you’re on the far end of that spectrum with your cleaning focus. I’m afraid that most of the aspects that will be easy for you to use are more intangible.” Amaryllis hummed. “Maybe water? There are some shield spells that use natural water. And air aspect has a few interesting spells that can deflect arrows or weaker blows. It’s not adjacent to cleaning but near enough.”

“That sounds brilliant,” I said.

I bet that air and fire combined really well too. It would be hard to justify using thermobaric spells in the cause of making friends, but I’m sure the use would come up eventually.

“Awa, miss Broccoli, look,” Awen said, neatly cutting off all my glorious daydreams of mushroom clouds.

I followed her pointing finger to a distant patch of the prairies to the west that were covered in colourful flowers. It was a little spot between two hills, protected from the wind coming from the west and probably a nice place for water to gather.

“We should check it out!” I said.

Amaryllis sighed. “It’s not too far out of the way,” she admitted.

“Good eye, Awen,” I said.

“It, it was nothing?” the girl said.

I eyed the ditch on the side of the road, then decided that I ought to help Awen across. So with a grin I scooped her up in a princess carry and hopped over to the other side before she had even finished squeaking.

“Moron,” Amaryllis said as she took a running leap and flapped her arms twice before landing by our side.

“I would have gotten you next,” I said as I lowered a red-faced Awen. Poor girl, she must have been embarrassed that she needed help. I would need to tell her that I was always there to help if she needed it, and that she didn’t need to fuss over it.

“The day you carry me like that is the day I clip my own wings,” Amaryllis said. “Now, let’s go pick some flowers.”


Chapter Ten

How Droll

I stopped at the first flower that caught my eye. Or, well, the first flower that caught my eye and that was well within reach.

The valley was filled with them, as if someone had planted a wonderful garden in this corner of the world where only the observant and lucky would find it.

A healthy Zoro Aster.

“Hrm,” I said as I gave the purple, star-shaped flower a sniff. It smelled nice, and looked nice, but that’s all I could really say about it. “I’m going to look at a few of these flowers. Amaryllis could you mark the area on a map? I think that was part of the mission too.”

“Sure,” Amaryllis said. She took a deep breath and let it out as a contented sigh. Even my prickly bird friend couldn’t resist the allure of so much prettiness in one place.

Orange took three steps forward upon landing on the ground from her perch on Amaryllis shoulder, then she flopped onto her side.

I dropped my backpack down, fetched my herbology book and fell onto my knees next to the patch of flowers.


Zoro Aster


An uncommon flower found in large patches, usually near other flowers and in areas with potent life mana. The Zoro Aster has few uses, though its flowers can be used to make a potion that cures one of the afflictions caused by negative or so-called evil mana. The flower is otherwise harmless and is prized in some areas as a sign of peace and fertility.

“Cool,” I said as I set the book aside. Reaching out, I rubbed one of the flowers, then gave the plant a hearty pat. “I’m just taking the one flower, okay?”

When I had a sample placed away I moved on to the next flower.

“Awen, Amaryllis, you two can explore or whatever,” I said. “I don’t think this place will have any mean plants.”

“Awa, o-okay,” Awen said. She stepped up, looked at the sea of plants around her, then with her fists clenched and her bravery shored up, she pushed forward and started looking around.

She squeaked when a bee buzzed by her head, but other than that, she seemed to have the hang of if. More or less.

“I’m going to go keep an eye on her,” Amaryllis said as she got up and poofed the notepad she had been scribbling in.

“That might be for the best,” I agreed. Awen was adorable and she had the makings of a truly great friend, but she was a bit… unprepared for the great outdoors. We didn’t need her having a panic attack because she saw a wasp. Even if wasps were evil.

I moved over to a patch of yellow flowers growing on tall stalks. They had strange pointed petals, like a daffodil, but a little longer and spikier.

“Hello pretty,” I said. “Insight?”

A daft o’ dill in full bloom.

I snorted at the name and looked through my book until I found a page with a drawing of the plant in question. There was more than one name for it in the tome.


Daft O’Dill / Yellow Moron


A common flower of the Amaryllis family of plants. These perennials grow in early Spring and late Autumn and produce beautiful and fragrant plants. Prized by many for their resilience and ease of care, they are nonetheless a minor threat and nuisance to the unwary. The flower produces a sweet, tasty nectar around a seed that will attract small animals. The flower spreads by germinating wherever the eater excretes the seed post-consumption.

The nectar of this plant is a non-lethal poison that will cause a sharp decrease in the consumer’s mental faculties for a short period of time. Feelings of confusion can last for up to a day, depending on the amount of nectar consumed.

A common ingredient in many tinctures and poisons meant to incapacitate.

I slapped a hand over my mouth to hold back a giggle. I had to show Amaryllis the entry about this flower.

Careful not to get any on my hands, I put some nectar on a piece of paper, then folded it up into a small envelope as a sample for later.

I was moving over to the next flower when I heard a call. “Broccoli!” It was Amaryllis’ voice, and she sounded as if she might be afraid.

Picking up my shovel and tossing my backpack back on, I ran through the flowery field in search of my friends.

They weren’t difficult to find. The two of them were taller than most of the bushes around and Awen was waving at me to come closer.

I hopped over some flowers, because trampling them would be too rude, and landed near the girls with my shovel ready and my senses primed for trouble. “What’s going on?” I asked.

Then I saw it.

There was a small pond here, probably because this was the lowest point between the two hills flanking both sides of the valley and this was where any rainwater would naturally gather. Next to that pond, resting on a little pool of blood, was a body.

No, not a body, I realized as I saw the faint motion of a chest moving up and down with in-drawn breaths.

Amaryllis turned the person over and I gasped.

They were small. Only about as tall as my waist, with a fur-covered body, except for its big, very human ears and a round patch over its exposed tummy. For all that it was small, the creature was obviously muscular, with bulging forearms and skin that was taut over its exposed calves. They were wearing some clothes, but it was very basic. Pants made from some sort of leather and a jacket with a bunch of crude pouches on it.

They looked vaguely dog-like, with an elongated snout and a very boopable nose, but when they opened their mouth to wince in pain it showed off twin rows of crookedy sharp teeth that looked like they belonged more on a piranha than a dog.

“Uh,” I said.

“Awa, it’s a d-droll,” Awen said. She shifted next to me, hands working open and closed with nervous energy.

“Oh,” I said. “Um. Do healing potions work on them?” I asked as I shucked off my backpack and reached into my bandoleer.

Amaryllis leaned over the droll and ran her talons over his side until she found a large gash cut into its side. It was a nasty looking cut and was still bleeding quite profusely. “We can try,” she said.

I handed her the potion, my last one. She yanked the cork out with her teeth and spat it aside before tipping it into the dog-person’s mouth. When it was empty she tossed the vial up to me and I replaced it in my bandoleer.

“Is it working?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Amaryllis said.

The droll coughed, its stubby little arms—which I noticed ended in paw-like hands, curling over its stomach. It pressed against its side, dabbing at the blood there, but also revealing the healing wound.

“Don’t move,” I said as I kneeled next to the little droll and held it down gently. “I’m going to use some cleaning magic on you, okay?”

The droll nodded their head and locked brown doggy eyes with me.

I pressed a hand against their fur and pushed some cleaning magic into them, focusing mostly on cleaning out their wound. It reopened some of it where there had been some scabs forming, but it was better than allowing an infection to settle in.

“Awen, can you pass me a bottle of water please?”

“Awa, yes!”

I took the bottle from Awen and fell onto my knees next to the droll. Carefully, I helped them sit up and brought the bottle close to their lips. “There, drink. It’s just water, but it’ll help you keep your strength up.”

The droll swallowed a few times, then stopped to pant in a very dog-like way. “Thank you, human,” he said. At least, his voice was deep and definitely masculine.

I smiled. “No problem. How’s your HP?”

He seemed to think about that for a moment, then his eyes glazed. “Seven paws,” he said.

“Huh?” I said. It took a moment for that to register. He had five toes per paw, so that was… thirty-five? Or did drolls not count the strange big-toe? That would put him at twenty-eight health points. Neither option was very good. “Amaryllis, do you have another potion?”

Amaryllis nodded and poofed a pen and paper into existence from her ring and got to writing.

“We’ll make sure you are nice and healthy,” I said. “Don’t you worry.”

“Thank you, human,” he said.

“I’m Broccoli, Broccoli Bunch,” I said with a beaming smile.

The droll smiled back and I had to hold back a wince at how strange it looked. “Thank you, Broccoli. I am Barks at Squirrels.”

I clamped my jaw shut to stop a very inappropriate giggle from escaping. “Ah, well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Barks… at Squirrels. Did you run into a monster?”

The droll shook his head. “No… yes. A monster, but not one that should be here. The scent, it’s become all wrong.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Barks at Squirrels’ answer was delayed as Amaryllis passed me a potion bottle that I handed to the droll. “Thank you,” he said before he drank the potion in one gulp. “The glass golems of the shard dungeon, they used to be dangerous, but they would stand their ground. They marked their territory and would stay in it. Now they are broken, and they roam around and attack. It is dangerous.”

I looked up to Amaryllis. “Maybe we should keep an eye out for those,” I said.

“For what?” she asked. “You’ve been growling and barking like a mad woman for the last few minutes. If you expect me to understand you then I’m afraid that your sense of observation is lacking. I’m a harpy, not a mutt.”

“Oh,” I said. My translation thing must have kicked in.

“Awa, it’s very impressive that Miss Broccoli can speak Drollish.”

“Thanks,” I said. It was hardly that impressive. I never worked for that ability, so I couldn’t exactly be proud of it. “Barks at Squirrels here said that he was attacked by some sort of glass golem? They apparently used to be territorial, but now they’re roaming around?”

“Ahh,” Awen said. “There’s a dungeon that has lots of glass things in it near the desert. It should be close by.”

“Well, we’ve healed… Barks at Squirrels, here,” Amaryllis said. “We should be on our way.”

I gave Amaryllis a look before turning back to the Droll. “Do you need help getting back to your home?” I asked.

The dog’s eyes widened a little. “Would you do this for me?”

“Of course we would. What if you got attacked again? We wouldn’t want to lose a friend.” I patted the droll on the head, then realized what I was doing and pulled my hand back as if I’d patted a stove instead of a fluffy head.

Barks at Squirrels didn’t seem to mind. He groaned as he turned around and stayed on all fours for a long moment before pushing himself up to his feet. He was a little unsteady, and it was clear that his side still hurt, but he didn’t look that badly off. “I can make it. The pack is a quarter day’s walk desertwards.”

I nodded. “Let me tell my friends,” I said before turning to the others. “He says that their pack is a bit of a walk towards the desert. That’s more or less the direction we’re going in, right?”

“You’re going to make us help this mutt, aren’t you?” Amaryllis asked. She didn’t even wait for me to answer. “Of course you will. You moron. Awen, are the droll dangerous?”

“N-no? They’re mostly nice. They might fight back, um, if you try to hurt them, but they’re mostly nice.”

I smiled at Amaryllis until she crumbled. “Fine.”

“Did you hear that, Barks? We’re going to bring you home!”


Chapter Eleven

The Best Pack

Barks at Squirrel’s health improved considerably as we trekked along. At first he walked slowly, testing his steps and pausing at times to catch his breath even though he was hardly moving at a pace that anyone would call fast.

As the sun rose and we approached midday though, his pace became more sure and soon he was able to keep up without so much as a hitch in his step.

I still stayed close to him just in case, but he didn’t seem to need the help.

And that was when Amaryllis decided to start questioning him. I was just thankful that she had waited until he was in a shape to actually reply. I think Orange’s presence helped a bit with that—the kitty seemed to dislike Barks at Squirrels on principle. “Broccoli, ask Barks at Squirrels what caused that injury, exactly?”

I repeated the question to the droll and watched as his tongue waggled out of his mouth as he took on what I suspected was his thinking face. “It was a glass golem, but an evil one.”

“A glass golem?” I asked.

“Yes. They are big, and made of glass. They look like people and they smell like fire and light.”

That wasn’t the most helpful description I had ever heard. Still, I repeated it back to the girls so that we’d all be on the same page.

“Where are these golems coming from, exactly?” Amaryllis asked.

“The dungeon,” Barks said. “They have always come from the dungeon. But they are usually just defenders, they protect their territory and nothing else. Now they roam out of their territory and do not mark new ones. They are dangerous now.”

“Do lots of dungeon, um, monsters move out of their dungeons?” I asked after translating.

Amaryllis made a wishy-washy gesture. “It depends. Most dungeons have some sort of guardian by the entrance, some of these will guard from outside the dungeon if the terrain agrees with them.”

“Oh,” I said. “I hope your village isn’t too close to the dungeon, Barks. Especially if the glass golems are becoming mean.”

Barks shook his furry head. “No. We don’t have a village.”

“Your… town?” I tried. I turned to Amaryllis and Awen. “Where do the drolls live?”

Awen came to my rescue with a handy infodump. “The droll live in large communities that they call packs. They range all along the edge of the Ostri desert and into the prairies to the north of Mattergrove. Some even go as far as the Manywoods to the North,” she said. The tone hinted that it was a recital more than something in her own words. I supposed that it made sense that she would know that sort of thing.

“So, you live in a big pack?” I asked. Did they all pile up together at night for warmth? Would they let me play with their tiny little puppies? So many questions!

“Yes,” Barks at Squirrels said. “My pack is the best pack. We have many sheep, and plenty of caravans for moving in.”

“Neat?” I tried.

We continued on our trek westward, and even though we had only been moving for a few hours, I could feel the air growing noticeably warmer. The grass became a bit more scraggly, and there were occasionally patches of sandy dirt on the upwind side of small hills.

“What were you doing so far from your pack?” I asked Barks at Squirrels.

“There was a squirrel,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Ah.” I turned to the girls. “Are there giant squirrels around here? Or… magical ones that you’d want to hunt?”

“I don’t think so,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa, why are you asking?” Awen asked. “Because, um, I never heard of anything like that.”

I eyed Barks at Squirrels and made a note not to point out any passing bunnies or small critters, just in case we lost our guide.

It took another hour of walking before we reached a place that was more desert than plain. There were still the occasional bushes, and patches of grass growing in spots shielded by hills, but most everything was covered by soft grains of white-yellow sand. Even the air had changed, taking on an almost salty tang that left my mouth dry.

The sun finally reached its zenith and I was glad that my hat provided plenty of shade, else I wouldn’t have been able to see anything. Amaryllis paused at some point and poofed two light, silky scarves out of her ring, one of which she gave to Awen and the other she tied around her head and hair.

“Albatrosses aren’t averse to warmer weather, but, well, you have seen my skin, haven’t you?” She gestured with a talon to her very pale skin.

“You sunburn easy?” I asked.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” she said.

“Awa, my family just tan. N-not that I ever really tried that. Um, it’s fashionable for a lady to have paler skin, like Miss Amaryllis,” Awen said as she tied the scarf around her head.

Our conversation petered out as we focused on walking. Fortunately the ground was hard-packed, which made it easy enough to walk, but it was hard on the feet.

Then, as we crested a bit of a hill, Barks at Squirrel’s tail started wagging and he pointed ahead. “It’s the pack,” he said.

The pack, as it turned out, was a loose collection of about twenty or so carriages. All of them rather cobbled-together looking, with wheels that didn’t all look to be the same size and sides made of sticks and branches and planks. There was an air of… makeshiftness about the whole thing.

There were maybe four or five dozen people moving about, a few of which turned our way and raised their snouts to the air to sniff.

“Come!” Barks at Squirrels said as he padded down the hill and kicked up a line of dust behind him.

“Well, let’s go meet the nice doggies,” I said to the girls.

“Truly a fantastic idea,” Amaryllis said.

“Hey, it’s part of the adventure to take little detours,” I said before I hopped off the side of the cliff and locked my legs so that I slid all the way to the base.

Amaryllis leapt off and flapped her wings twice. She didn’t quite fly, but her fall was slowed. Then it was Awen’s turn. She did okay for the first few running steps, but then her one foot tripped up the other and the poor girl rolled down the hill in a tangle of legs and arms.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I rushed over to her.

“Awoww,” Awen complained. She sat up, then inspected herself. “I’m not injured, I don’t think.”

I grinned and helped her to her feet, then brushed some cleaning magic over her outfit to dust it off. “You’ll get the hang of it, no worries.”

“Awa… thank you!”

Once we were all gathered up, we made our way over to the droll pack, only to find that three of them had walked over to join Barks at Squirrels and were listening as the young droll explained his misadventure.

“Hello,” I said as we came within speaking distance and their conversation stopped. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said.

The one I pegged as the leader of the group was a tall—for a droll—muscular dog person with near-white fur. He had a shirt under a leather vest, and a pair of shorts that stopped just sort of mid-calf. He locked onto me with a pair of bright blue eyes, then grinned. “Hello human. I, Moon Moon, leader of the Best Pack, thank you for helping Barks at Squirrels.”

My teeth clicked together as I shut my mouth mid-greeting. The moment his name had registered I had the most inappropriate urge to giggle.

“Hi Moon Moon,” I said. “My name is Broccoli Bunch. These are my friends, Amaryllis Albatross and Awen Bristlecone.”

“Your name is Broccoli?” Moon Moon asked. “That’s a funny name. You don’t smell like Broccoli. You smell like a human.” He laughed, a sound that was more like a dog panting for breath than a normal laugh, but it was impossible to mistake as anything else.

“Do you smell like the moon then?” I asked.

He nodded. “I smell like Moon Moon.”

I laughed before remembering that my friends were left out of the loop. “Ah, right, guys, this is Moon Moon.”

“Seriously?” Amaryllis asked.

“Hello, Moon Moon,” Awen said.

“This one smells like chicken, and that one smells like she wishes to mate,” Moon Moon said. “But it is good to meet people who are nice. When we stop, we will make you a grand feast.”

The other drolls all started wagging their tails at the mention of a feast.

“That sounds nice,” I said. I didn’t know what he meant about the mating thing. A cultural difference maybe? It didn’t matter. “We can’t stay for too long, I don’t think.”

Moon Moon’s tail drooped. “That’s sad. Where are you going?”

I considered what to say, but decided to stick with the truth, because that was usually the best option. “We’re heading to a town called Rosenbell, to the North of here. We just came to drop off Barks at Squirrels and to make sure he made it here safe.”

“If you go North, you will be going through the glass valley. That is where Barks at Squirrels was hurt.”

“Oh?” I asked.

Moon Moon nodded quite seriously. “Yes. It was a good place once. Good hunting, and the monsters in the first part of the dungeon gave us good things.” He patted a paw to his waist where I noticed for the first time that a dagger hung in a sheath. He pulled out the top, revealing a blade made of some sort of crystal. “But that was before. Now the monsters are all corrupted.”


Quest Updated!


Pruning the Evil


You have heard of the location of a corrupted dungeon. Explore it, find any signs of great Evil. Eradicate them!

I jumped nearly a foot in the air as Miss Menu popped up before me. I hadn’t seen her in nearly a week, and as I read the prompt before me, I kind of wished that she hadn’t shown up again.

“Ah, well,” I said. “M-maybe we’ll be going that way, but we’ll be careful,” I said. “I’m sorry Moon Moon, but I need to talk to my friends for just a moment, something important has come up.”

Moon Moon tilted his head to the side and it was all I could do not to pat him. “You don’t need to ask me. You are friends of the Best Pack, but you are not of it.”

“Right!”

I pulled back and grabbed both of my friends so that we could talk just a little ways away. I noticed a bunch of drolls looking our way, from other young males to some that looked more lithe, to older ones that had bents backs. And, of course, there were little droll puppies who were ambulatory balls of fluff.

“We, uh, have a situation,” I said.

“Could you make that sound a little more ominous?” Amaryllis asked. “I could add a thunder clap in the background, perhaps?”

I shook my head. “I got a quest from talking to Moon Moon.”

“Awa! A quest?” Awen said. “Truly?”

“Yeah, it’s… more of an update to one I thought was complete?”

Amaryllis sighed. “What do we have to do?”

“Have to do? We can always ignore it,” I said. “It just wants us to look into that dungeon, the glass one, and see if it’s corrupted.”

Amaryllis stared at me. “Broccoli, you never ignore a quest. They’re the literal manifestations of the world’s will. That’s… not something you can set aside.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, okay, I guess? It’s not like I got anything from the last one I did except for a bunch of trouble.”

“You’ve done quests before?” Awen asked. Her eyes practically sparkled. “Incredible.”

I heard a rough cough from behind me and turned to find Moon Moon standing nearby. “If the world tells you to go to the Glass Valley, then Moon Moon will lead you there,” he said.

“Oh, brilliant,” Amaryllis said. “He speaks Basic.”

“Moon Moon is the cleverest member of the Best Pack,” he said. “He’s even cleverer than the drolls in the Greatest Pack and those in the Most Goodest Pack.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well, um. Okay then?”


Chapter Twelve

Glasslighting

As it turns out, it only took about an hour of walking across increasingly dry land for us to find the first glass golem.

The monster—because if it went around hurting innocents and was a dungeon-born creation, that’s what it had to be—was on the taller side. Seven, nearly eight feet of towering glass with four large legs at the base and a mismatched pair of arms all made of glass that shone every colour of the rainbow.

The golem looked a bit like a pile of sharpened crystals, though some of these were warped and twisted, especially where the rainbow hues stuck out more.

When it moved, it cast flashes of colour across the sandy-white ground around, like sunlight through stained-glass. I even had to squint as the sun glinted off its multi-faceted surface.

We all ducked down behind a hill as the glass golem turned our way.

“So, ah, that’s a thing,” I said.

“Awa, it’s very large,” Awen said.

Amaryllis snorted. “There are four of us, and one of it. I think the odds are rather in our favour, even with the slight level disparity.”

I cursed myself for forgetting to check on its level and poked my head out just long enough to mutter “Insight,” while pouring a bit of mana into the skill.

A corrupt Glass Golem from the Path of Broken Reflections, level ?.

My head dropped again. “Can’t see its level,” I said.

“Ten,” Amaryllis answered. “Not too high that we can’t take it. Expect about five or so unique abilities. Moon Moon, can you tell us anything about it?”

Moon Moon nodded, his tongue flapping about as he did so. “Yeah, chicken lady. They’re big and slow, but can be hard to break. And when they do it’s with lots of cracks. They can fire rainbows that burn a little, and they can make spikes come out of the ground that hurt when you step on them. Oh, and they make fake versions of themselves that are real tricksy, but you can tell which are fake because they have no smells.”

“So,” Amaryllis said. “Some sort of beam attack, some sort of toughness ability. Earth or maybe glass manipulation and an illusion based power. One more that we don’t know of, but it might be utilitarian.”

“That sounds like a tough fight,” I said.

Amaryllis made a so-so gesture. “More or less. That thing looks slow. And Light magic is fairly weak. I think we ought to give it a try.”

I looked up again and checked out the terrain. The glass golem was stomping along at the bottom of our hill, slowly making its way past. The ground was mostly hard-packed dirt and sand, with a few shrubs and some bushes here and there. No trees to use as cover, but plenty of large rocks and some boulders that would do just fine.

We could take it, probably. Amaryllis was level nine, Awen eight. Moon Moon was… “Can I use insight on you?” I asked our droll friend.

Moon Moon nodded.

An excited droll Tail and Moon Chaser, level ??.

I didn’t know whether that was good or not. He was stronger than the golem, at least in terms of sheer level.

“Okay. We can try. I’ll try talking to it first,” I said.

“You moron,” Amaryllis said. “It’s a golem. It has the emotional range of a rock. The only similarity it has to a living thing is its link to your rock-brained ancestors.”

I huffed. “Fine. I’m still going to try and say hi. Maybe it’s an intelligent golem, like some sort of nice AI? You guys be ready to attack it. Moon Moon are you a close range fighter or ranged?”

The droll looked at me. “I bite.”

“Right,” I said. “Amaryllis, as soon as it tries to attack, let loose with something strong. Moon Moon and I will hit it right after and try to stagger it back. Awen, can you move towards where it falls? You have a hammer, that ought to be good for smacking it down.”

“Awa, you, you want me to help?” Awen asked.

“If you want to stay here and watch, that’s okay too,” I said.

She took a few shallow breaths, then shook her head. “N-no, I, I’ll help!”

“Awesome! Let’s do this.”

I waited a little bit as Amaryllis moved further away, then Moon Moon scuttled over the hill on all fours, and with surprising speed and dexterity, moved to hide behind a large boulder some ways down the hill.

I placed a hand on Awen’s shoulder. “When I start talking, circle around the hill towards its back,” I said.

“R-right,” Awen said. Her grip on her hammer was white-knuckled but firm.

Grinning, I gave her one last squeeze before hopping over the top of the hill. This was going to be kind of strange, I knew. I wasn’t the fighting sort either, but even so my heart was pitter-pattering with excitement at the thought of getting into a tussle with a big old monster. The fact that it was about as sentient as a slime removed a lot of the guilt I might have felt otherwise.

I stepped over towards the golem, fully out in the open and with a wide, inviting smile on. If it could communicate, then I’d do my best to be nice and friendly to it. If it was as Amaryllis had told me, little more than a monster made of glass and anger, then we’d deal with that as best we could.

“Hello Mister Golem, my name is Broccoli,” I said. “My friends and I were passing by when we saw you, I just had a few teensy questions to ask, if you don’t mind?”

The lumbering crystalline thing paused. Its insides started to glow with a pretty pink light. I thought it was going to say something. Maybe it spoke with lights?

Then a laser hit me in the forehead.

I yelped and jumped to the side to get out of the path of the reddish beam.

I reached up to the spot where I’d been hit and winced as I touched soft, wet skin. Not bloody, but burnt.

Health 119/120

That had stung.

I was about to tell the glass golem off when lightning stuck.

A thick beam of blue-white light flashed into existence between the top of the hill and the golem’s side with a whip-crack bang. I had to blink a few times to clear the spots in my vision, and my ears rang for a few seconds before the non-noise slowly faded.

Health 117/120

I was going to have words with Amaryllis later.

The golem stumbled to the side while huge arcs of electricity flowed out from where it had been hit and grounded themselves into the dirt below.

When the golem righted itself I could see a fist-sized blemish on its side with a few spiralling tunnels that dug deep into its glassy body. The same sort of pattern I’d expect to see with an ant’s nest, but made of electrified glass.

Impressive, but none of it went deeper than a handspan.

“Broccoli, hit it with a spell!” Amaryllis screamed.

I charged and fired a basic cleaning spell as quickly as I could. This was one monster that I didn’t expect my magic to do much against. But, if Amaryllis asked…

The ball cut through the distance between myself and the golem, smashing into its front before bouncing off as if it was a tennis ball.

“It’s got some sort of magic reflection!” Amaryllis screamed. “I can still damage it, but it’s going to drain me.”

“Got it,” I said. “Hit it if you think it’ll help!” I called back.

My shovel came off my back with a bit of effort, the cord I’d tied to it a bit too tight for easy removal, but I had my weapon in hand long before the golem regained its balance.

“Moon Moon, let’s bring it down!” I shouted. “Awen, get ready for my call!”

I saw the droll roll out from behind his cover and run, his body low to the ground and his forearms working to keep him steady as he charged over with tongue flapping and eyes filled with eagerness. Nodding to myself, I jumped to the air, easily moving above the golem and landing next to the spike atop its head.

My feet slipped a little, my rubber soles didn’t have quite enough grip to hang onto the creature’s flattened top as it moved, but with a bit of windmilling and some shaky motions, I managed to stay atop the golem.

“Sorry,” I said as I raised my spade high above and then brought it slamming down onto the golem’s head.

It bonked off without leaving so much as a scratch.

Growling, I raised the spade again, jumped into the air with a little hop, and brought my shovel crashing down atop the golem with all the weight I could muster behind the blow.

A crack sounded out and a splinter the width of my fist and as long as my forearm tore off the monster’s head and fell off the side.

My victory was short-lived as the golem started to glow pink within.

“Oh no,” I said.

With a ‘hup’, I flew off the golem, aiming to land a dozen paces away.

The creature swivelled around, its large body following my trajectory. A moment before I landed it raised a leg then smashed it down.

A pulse of magic raced across the ground beneath me.

My eyes widened as I saw a hundred little points appearing on the ground. They shot out, growing into foot-tall glass shards.

Thinking fast, I brought my spade around and placed a foot on its flat metal surface just as I hit one of the spikes.

With a grunt and a burst of stamina, I jumped off my spade and flew off to a spot where the ground was still safe and non-spikey.

Somehow, I managed to catch the cord I used to keep my spade on my back, so it bounced and clattered after me and ended up by my side when I rolled to a stop.

The golem had turned a rough cone into a spike-covered trap, maybe ten meters long and five wide at the end. Fortunately, Moon Moon hadn’t been caught in any of that.

The pink glow that had started a while ago had turned into an ugly red. “Oh no,” I said.

There was no dodging the next beam that smacked me dead centre in the chest. Strangely enough, there wasn’t any kick back from the blow, just a whole lot of heat.

It was stupid, but the first thing I thought was that it would burn a hole into my new armour, and I fired off a bust of cleaning magic to prevent just that.

The moment the laser hit my cleaning magic the beam scattered a little and I had time to slip off to the side.

My chest was still warm, and there was a thin black line across the leather over my gambeson, but I had avoided being truly hurt.

There was another electrical snap as a jolt of lightning connected with the golem and travelled across its side. Most of it bounced off and ground itself, but some still left blemishes on its side.

The leg that Moon Moon had pounced onto was a mess of bite marks, deep jagged cuts, and broken glass. It was clear that he, for one, didn’t have any trouble clobbering the golem, he just couldn’t hit it where it hurt.

“I’m trying something!” I called out as my eyes locked onto the browned spot where Amaryllis’ first attack had landed.

I squatted down, brought my spade around so that it rested between my legs, then shot off with a burst of stamina towards the Golem.

Twisting in mid-air, I spun around so that I was coming at the monster feet-first.

I placed one foot on the top of my spade’s stop and aimed the tip of my spade as best I could.

I didn’t weigh all that much, but then, that didn’t matter when every kilo I had rammed into the monster along the thin edge of my spade.

The golem rocked back as my spade dug into its wound and stayed stuck in its side.

My plan hadn’t accounted for when gravity decided to remind me that it existed. My grip on the spade slipped and I fell off.

I landed with an oomph, the air knocked out of me by the short fall. I wanted to catch my breath, but one of the creature’s large feet came crashing down onto where I’d landed.

Squeaking, I rolled out of its way a moment before it crushed me.

As soon as I got to my feet I looked around and tried to take in the situation. The fight had only lasted a minute so far, but it had been a busy one. One of the golem’s feet was a mangled mess, and the spade sticking into its side couldn’t be good for it, not judging by the hundreds of cracks now running through its body.

“Amaryllis, hit my spade!”

“Got it!” the harpy called back. A moment later another flash filled the clearing and a bolt of electricity hit the metallic collar around the head of my spade.

A million electric-blue forks travelled through the golem’s body from the head of my now-glowing spade.

The golem stumbled back. Its savaged leg gave out under it with a snap and the monster crashed to the ground with an impact that made the entire valley shake.

“Awen!” I screamed. “Now!”

“Awa?” Awen said. She stepped out from behind a bush, hammer held in both hands. I tried to reassure her with a smile. The enemy was prone after all, and not as much of a threat.

I don’t know if she noticed, but she did scoot forwards towards the golem and raised the hammer high above her head. “F-for Broccoli!” she screamed before slamming the hammer down.

It went boink and flew out of her hands.

“Awaaa!” Awen yelped before stumbling back and falling onto her bum.

Still, it had been enough, a loud ‘crack’ sounded out and a spider web of jagged lines spread across the golem’s surface and deep into its glassy body.

Then, just like that, the monster fell apart into a pile of sharpened glass.


Chapter Thirteen

Happy Dance

We all just… stood there and panted as the glass golem’s body cracked and snapped apart under its own weight.

“Awa, we did it,” Awen said.

I felt my lips twitching up. “We sure did,” I said.

Congratulations! You have shattered Glass Golem, level 10. Bonus Exp is granted for breaking a construct above your level! Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

“It’s dead for real then,” I said.


Bing Bong! Congratulations, your Cinnamon Bun class has reached level 8


Health +5


Resilience +5


You have gained: One Class Skill Point


You have unlocked: One Class Skill Slot


“I levelled up!” I cheered.

“Awa, s-so did I,” Awen said. She blinked a few times and her eyes refocused until they fell on me. “Th-thank you, Broccoli.”

“Pfft, don’t be silly, you did your part.” I gave her a big thumb’s up, then, because I still had a whole lot of adrenaline, I skipped over to her and glomped her. “Ohh, I’m so happy.” I said as I let go.

“M-me too,” Awen said.

I started to dance a little, shaking my hips from side to side while pumping my arms up and down to a happy beat that only I could hear.

“What in the world are you doing?” Amaryllis asked as she walked down the hill.

“I’m happy dancing!” I said. “It’s what you do when you’re happy. You should join in.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Awen! Let’s use peer pressure on her!” I cheered with a laugh. “C’mon, dance, dance!”

I started walking the Egyptian around an increasingly flustered Amaryllis. It only got worse when Moon Moon joined in with a happy bark. His own dancing looked more like a bouncy ball caught in a drier but it was definitely dancing.

“Awa, I don’t know h-how to dance like that,” Awen said.

I rushed over to her side. “It’s easy. See, you stand up like this, then you shake your booty.” I demonstrated.

Awen, the poor soul, went very red in the face.

Ding! For repeating a Special Action a sufficient number of times you have unlocked the class skill: Dancing!

I paused mid swing. “Oh, hey.”

“What? Did the world do us all a favour and dislocated your hips to stop you from swinging them in such a debauched way?” Amaryllis asked.

“Nope. I got the Dancing skill. As a class skill. That might be handy, right?”

Amaryllis sighed. “If it means you look like less of a fool, then certainly. I’m certain Awen here would love to teach you how to dance.”

“Awa!” Awen said. “I-I wouldn’t mind, really. Um. I’m not that good though.”

I snorted and waved it off. “It’s fine. We can look into that some other time. Did the glass golem drop anything neat?”

Amaryllis shook her head. “Dungeon made monsters outside of a dungeon act like normal creatures. I’m certain someone could find a use for all this glass, but otherwise, this is all a bit of a waste.”

“You can’t eat it,” Moon Moon said. “It hurts going in, and it hurts more coming out.”

“Yeah, I can imagine,” I said. I decided not to think of the poor drolls that were sacrificed to discover that. “Well, we’ve proven that we can take them down when working together.” I walked over to the golem and yanked my shovel out of its side with only a bit of wiggling to get it loose.

The edge of the blade didn’t have any chips on it, but it was still a little hot to the touch and there was a slight warp to it. Obviously it wasn’t made to have Amaryllis levels of lightning running through it.

“We should get moving,” I said. “We might encounter more of them before reaching the dungeon.”

Moon Moon nodded. “They used to always be three, and all near the dungeon, but now they’re moving out of their territory.”

I nodded. “Cool. We worked really well together, by the way! I’m proud of all of you.”

“Stop being such an idiot, we’re burning daylight,” Amaryllis said as she stomped by. I think she was only miffed because my pride in her made her back straighten even though it was a very silly thing.

Orange strutted by my feet, tail tall and noble as if I had included her in the people that I was proud of.

“Hmpf,” I said as I jogged after them. Awen caught up soon enough and Moon Moon ran off ahead of us to act as something of a scout. “So, how was your first fight? Was that your first fight?”

“Awa, I guess? My uncle once brought me to the plains to fight these giant ant monsters with an arbalest. They were very weak, and it wasn’t much of a fight. Um. He just wanted to let me play with the Shady Lady’s new weapons, I think.”

“I didn’t notice anything like that on the Lady when I was on her,” I said.

“They were given to a caravan in the north when they were about to be attacked by some roving raptors. It’s one of my uncle’s favourite stories, I think.”

“Awesome,” I said. “You’re lucky you have such a nice uncle,” I said.

“Th-thank you? I guess I am. He’s the reason I got to meet you.”

I pulled Awen into a sideways hug, but let go when we had to step over a few rocks. The terrain grew increasingly rocky as we moved North. Then the rocks were replaced by large craters, the smallest of them a few meters across. The centres were black marks on the landscape and the edges had sharp demarcations and jutting spikes, as if someone had hit a plate with a hammer.

“What made these?” I asked as I gestured to the dozens of craters dotting the landscape.

“Dragons,” Moon Moon said. “A long time ago.” The droll pointed ahead. “That hill, then we’re near the dungeon.”

The hill wasn’t a hill at all. It was the outside wall of a crater, one wide enough that an entire village could have filled it.

The ground was bright, sparkling with glassy reflections that showed where the sand and dirt had been worn off by wind and rain. The bottom of the crater had turned into a desolate valley of sorts, one where nothing grew. And all along the edges were pillars of stone, their interior sides turned to molten glass.

“Whoa,” I said. I couldn’t begin to imagine the power of whatever had created the crater. It had to be something like a bomb, but immensely powerful.

“This is where the dragons fought,” Moon Moon said. He pointed to a spot along the edge of the crater where there were quite a few more glassy pillars. “That’s the place with the dungeon.”

“Are all dragons this strong?” I asked.

Amaryllis hummed. “Just about. This looks like it’s decades old. Maybe even more than that. Were it closer to civilization I’m certain the area would have been stripped already. Moon Moon, do you know which dragons fought here?”

Moon Moon nodded. “Yes. Lesdenthree, She Who Rules Over Sandy Lands With Her Claws of Iron and Her Breath of Electric Flames, the Lady of the Brightest Plasma. And Knight Dragon, Shmug, Eater of Caerbannog Bunnies.”

“Those are some titles,” I said.

“Dragons are like that,” Amaryllis said. “I think both of them are still alive, so this fight wasn’t enough to kill either one.”

I swallowed and looked over the landscape that looked like it had endured a low-yield nuke. “That’s kind of scary.”

“The first bit of common sense to pass between your ears. Let’s check out that dungeon.”

Amaryllis hopped off the side of the hill and flapped her way down. The rest of us were a lot slower in making our way down. I could have jumped, but I wanted to make sure that Awen and Moon Moon made it down safely.

Goosebumps crawled up my arms as we crossed the valley at a slow walk. Everytime the wind blew it made the pillars around the crater humm and sparkling dust would twist and twirl around in the air.

Amaryllis stopped next to a sort of tunnel in the forest of glassy pillars. It was a dark passageway that seemed to go deep into the side of the crater. “We’ll check on our things now,” she said.

I nodded and brought up Mister Menu.
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I had plenty of skill points, but I wanted to save three of them for Cleaning’s Rank A. As soon as that was done I would put the rest into Jumping. I could probably spare a point or two later for Gardening and Dancing, just to see what they did.

My next General Skill point might go into Friendmaking, but that wasn’t immediately useful, not in a dungeon, I didn’t think. So that wouldn’t change either.

Putting points into Cute was right out.

I checked my gear in a hurry, then nodded. “I’m as ready as I can be,” I said.

“Awa, m-me too,” Awen said.

Amaryllis shook her head and poofed pen and paper into existence before she crouched down. “Broccoli, Awen, Moon Moon, how are your potion stocks?”

“Ah, I’m fresh out,” I said.

“I don’t have any,” Awen said.

Moon Moon was chasing his tail.

“Right.” Amaryllis scratched a few things on her paper and then sent it off with a poof. Moments later a book and eight trifecta potions appeared. “Two each,” She said as she gestured to the potions.

I placed one in my bandoleer, the other in my backpack surrounded by some cloth to keep it from breaking. “Does your ring work in a dungeon?” I asked.

“No, it won’t,” Amaryllis said. “Which is why I got this out now.”

“Oh,” I said as I recognized the title of the book. Midhve’s Compendium of Dungeons and Associated Classes
. “Do you think this dungeon will be in there?”

Amaryllis shrugged and started leafing through the book. Soon enough she went ‘aha’ and poked a page with the tip of a talon. “Here it is.”

Awen and I both crowded around her shoulder to read. Even Orange jumped onto Amaryllis’ lap, though I think it was more to be in the way than to see what the fuss was.

“Awa,” Awen said. She rooted around in her little hip sack and pulled out a pair of big round spectacles. “S-sorry,” she said as she slid them on. They made her eyes look huge.

“Those look cute on you,” I said before returning to the book.


The Path of Broken Reflections


 Approx Dungeon levels 5-7

Suggested levels 10+

Party composition:
 3+

Special warnings:
 Illusions. Mind Games.

Located North-West of Greenshade and along the Eastern fringes of the Ostri desert.

At ToW this dungeon has three floors.The delve room is built in a large ravine with bridges spanning the gaps from floor to floor. Beware of wires between bridges preventing clever delvers from skipping ahead. Otherwise safe.

First Floor:
 Puzzle room. Move pillars to move beams of light to the crystal above the exit. Each moved pillar summons a guardian Glass Golem (common).

Second Floor:
 Narrow bridge over pitfall trap. Mirrors on sides will attract attention towards sides. Mental resistance suggested.

Third Floor:
 Boss room. Large open arena where a Lesser Glass Wyrm (uncommon) awaits the delvers. Flying boss. Will strafe and use minor illusions.

Loot rewards:


Mirrors, small glass weapons

Class reward:


Glass Cannon class

Specializes in ranged attacks and creating items out of glass.

“Looks easy enough,” I said.

Amaryllis shook her head. “No. Look at the date.” She poked the numbers at the end.

“Um. And what’s the date today?”

She sighed. “This is over a year out of date, nearly two. When I stood by the entrance it said the dungeon was levels seven to ten. We can expect one, maybe two more floors.”

I nodded and looked into the dark pit of the dungeon. Part of me wanted to back off, tell the world to find someone else for its lame quests.

A bigger part of me was excited to run in there and have an adventure.

“Well then, let’s go fight a wyrm!”


Chapter Fourteen

Path of Broken Reflections


You are Entering The Path of Broken Reflections Dungeon


Levels 7-10

Your entire party has entered the Dungeon

Seal Dungeon until exit?

“No thanks,” I told the screen before it promptly—heh—disappeared.

“Any changes to your quest?” Amaryllis asked.


Pruning the Evil


You have heard of the location of a corrupted dungeon. Explore it, find any signs of great Evil. Eradicate them!


“None,” I said.

Amaryllis huffed, then she insisted that I take the rear of the group, with Awen before me and Moon Moon at the very front. The droll had tackled the first level of the dungeon a few times already with his pack—it was a good source of a few trinkets they could either use or sell—so he was familiar with the first floor, at least.

I imagined that five or six drolls like Moon Moon would tear through a couple of glass golems with no problem.

“Should we get some lights?” I asked as we moved down the darkened tunnel that was the dungeon’s entrance.

“I’ve got it,” Amaryllis said. She raised a wing, then paused. “Humans don’t lose their night vision to red light, right?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She nodded and light started to flood into a ball between the points of two talons. It hovered over her outstretched wing, glowing a bright red that illuminated the tunnel ahead and reflected off the hundreds of glassy facets growing all across the walls of the tunnel.

Our group huddled a little closer together as our faint reflections passed by every which way in the walls around us.

“Spooky,” I said. “I was expecting a bit more… I don’t know, something else. Not this aesthetic.”

“Dungeons don’t need to comply with your sense of fashion,” Amaryllis said. Still, she was the one that looked the least comfortable about being in such a narrow tunnel.

Then we reached a door. A large, circular doorway that looked more like a faceted crystal than a proper door, but it had large brass hinges on one side and a complex handle on the other.

“This one needs turning,” Moon Moon said before reaching for the round handle.

The door was pushed open without so much as a whisper of protest.

“Whoa,” I said as I stepped out.

We were in a ravine. A huge open area that was cut into the ground like a massive scar. It reminded me of pictures of the Grand Canyon. Walls of stone, nearly a hundred meters apart that sparkled as they caught the light from the blue-white sun above.

We found ourselves on a small platform overlooking the rapidly flowing water way off at the bottom of the ravine. Glass spikes jutting out from around the churning waves, like teeth waiting for someone clumsy to trip and fall into their maw.

Unlike the Wonderland dungeon, I couldn’t spot any path down.

“That’s the first floor,” Moon Moon said as he pointed straight across from us.

There was another platform there, with a glass door beyond it. “Um, how do we get there?” I asked.

Moon Moon moved to the edge of our platform, then put a foot over the edge and stomped it down.

There was a dull thud, and the shadow cast by his foot revealed a surface just underneath. I moved closer, then dropped to one knee next to Moon Moon and brought a hand down. From so close it was easy to see the foot-thick beginning of a glass bridge, but when I looked up I couldn’t see the tiny imperfections in the glass beyond a few meters. “We need to cross this?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Moon Moon said. Suiting action to words, he squatted onto all fours and began padding across the bridge. It looked as if he was walking on empty air, kind of like how Orange did all the time.

The cat in question yawned and started walking ahead of me, pausing a little ways down to look back and see if we were following.

“Well, I for one can fly,” Amaryllis said.

“The book mentioned wires making that dangerous,” Awen said. “Awa, I think I can see them.” She pointed off to the side.

She was right. If I squinted I could just barely catch sight of razor-thin wires sparkling in the sunlight as the wind coursing through the ravine made them wobble a little. There were hundreds of them. And as the wind was sliced apart, there came a sound like a faint and distant hum.

Taking my courage in hand, I stepped onto the bridge, then bounced on it a few times, ears perked for the faintest crack or splintering sound, but it was as solid as stone, if a little more slippery. “Well then,” I said. “let’s get a move on?”

“Awa,” Awen said. She closed her eyes as she took her first step, then opened them and looked straight down. I saw her entire body tensing. I couldn’t blame her. Looking down to see a hundred foot drop under you was kind of spooky.

“Hey, Awen,” I said. “It might help if you look at me instead of straight down, yeah?”

Awen swallowed and tore her eyes up. “Oh-okay.”

“Yeah Awen,” Amaryllis said. “You keep your eyes on Broccoli’s backside.”

“Awa!”

We crossed the bridge slowly, as if we were all in our nineties instead of teenagers. Each step was slow and placed just-so on the slippery glass surface, and I’m certain that a single ‘crack’ sound would have been enough to stop all of our hearts.

“We have made it,” Moon Moon said as he hopped on the opposite ledge. “And no one walked off the edge. Good good!”

“That happened?” I asked as I hurried up a little and stepped onto solid stone.

“Walks Very Crooked did not make it back from his last trip. It was very sad. But we have made it.”

I didn’t know quite what to say, so I picked up Orange and set her on my shoulder while the girls caught up with us.

“So, this first room, it’s got a puzzle in it, right?”

“Yes,” Moon Moon said. “It’s very easy. But we haven’t tried it since the dungeon went bad.”

“Let’s try to form up, then,” Amaryllis said. “Broccoli, Moon Moon, you two at the front. Awen and I will take the back. Focus on knocking anything down, Broccoli. Awen can smash them, and I’ll fry anything that looks at me funny.”

“What if I look at you funny?” I asked.

“You look funny period,” she said. “Now open that door. It’s evening already, despite the light in the Dungeon saying otherwise.”

“Right-o!” I said as I moved over to the door. It had a big brass wheel in the middle, with spokes poking out of it and two rods that slotted into the walls on either side to keep it locked. A bit of grunting, some twisting, and then even more grunting later, the door was sliding open on a pair of hinges that were as thick around as my thighs.

The room beyond the door was like a cathedral. Faint light illuminated the room from behind monolithic stained-glass windows and the walls were made of large grey bricks. The passageway we stepped into curved off to the left a ways, only stopping at a large device that looked like a sextant with about a hundred extra arms. There was another passage branching off that one and veering off to the right, but I couldn’t see far into that one without being at the intersection myself.

Moon Moon moved ahead of us and pointed to the device. “That’s the thing,” he said. “You need to make the light go from that thing to the next thing.”

“What light?” I asked as I approached the weird device. It was the size of a small car, and set atop a marble plinth as if it was a piece of art. It was certainly pretty enough.

“That one,” Moon Moon said.

I followed his pointing finger to the wall behind the device. A glowing gem floated, suspended between two glass hands just before the opened chest of a strange statue.

“Amaryllis, can you shine some light that way?” I asked.

“I’ve been demoted to team lamppost,” Amaryllis griped. Still, she pointed a light towards the gem and that end of the room lit up.

The statue-thing holding the gem was a glass golem, similar to the one we had fought outside of the dungeon, but… warped. Its surface wasn’t made of as many clean lines, instead it was broken up and covered in tiny asymmetrical bumps and bubbles just under the surface, like really old window panes. One of its four legs even looked a bit shorter than the others.

“When you reach for the glowing rock, it’ll eat it. You need to beat it up to get it back,” Moon Moon explained.

“It won’t try to fight until then?” I asked as I took off my backpack and pushed it into a nook to the side. I carefully placed Orange atop it and gave the kitty a pat on the head.

“No,” Moon Moon said. “But without its glowy thing you can’t move on. It’s like this three times.”

It was right up against the wall, so there was no sneaking around it. In fact, the best place to fight it would be a little bit deeper into the corridor.

I brought my shovel around and tried to think on how best to tackle the golem. In the end I went for simplicity first. “Okay. Moon Moon, you try to grab the gem. I’m going to kick it from behind. Amaryllis, hit it in the leg as hard as you can without making us all go deaf. Awen, if her attack doesn’t break its leg, you’ll do the honours. If it doesn’t fall from that, we break another leg, then we dogpile it.”

“I like this plan,” Moon Moon said. “Usually we all just jump on it and rip and tear until it’s done.”

I grinned. “Everyone ready?”

Amaryllis flicked her wrist, revealing that magic dagger she sometimes used, and Awen fumbled her hammer out of her belt and nodded at me.

“Go Moon Moon!”

The droll leapt ahead, tail wiggling behind him as he pounced onto the glass golem’s chest and swiped at the gem.

It was sucked into the monster’s chest before he could so much as touch it.

“Insight,” I muttered.

A Glass Golem Gem Guardian, level 9.

“It’s level nine,” I said before firing off towards the creature with a burst of stamina. I planted one foot on its head, then hopped towards the wall behind it. There wasn’t much space between the golem and the wall, which was exactly what I wanted.

Spending all of my stamina on the first fight would have been silly. So I kept a bit in reserve as I kicked the golem with my back pressed up against the wall for support.

The lumbering glass giant stumbled forwards a couple of ungainly steps.

“Close your eyes!” Amaryllis screamed.

I did as she asked while landing in a crouch behind the golem. I even pressed my hands over my ears for good measure.

It was partially wasted. The clap of her lightning attack shook the room and left me with a huge greenish-white mark across my vision even through closed eyelids.

It did a number on the golem though, sending a spider web of cracks through one of its better legs and turning its surface black.

“Ah-awa!” Awen screamed as she ran over to the monster and with a full body swing to give her attack some weight, smashed her hammer into the creature’s leg.

It splintered.

The golem tipped.

Awen’s eyes widened as the huge construct started to fall on a direct path towards her.

I shot out of my crouch and dove across the floor to tackle her out of the way.

Everything shook as the golem fell onto its side and exploded into thousands of glassy splinters that showered down on the two of us. I did my best to shield both myself and Awen until the last piece of glass tinkled to the floor.

Then, as one, all the shards started to fade away.

Congratulations! You have busted Glass Golem Gem Guardian, level 9. Bonus Exp is granted for breaking a construct above your level! Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

“Awaaa,” Awen whispered.

I looked down to her flushed face and grinned. “Sorry about that,” I said.

“N-no,” Awen said. “I don’t mind.”

“That was easy!” Moon Moon said as he plucked the glowing gem from the fading remains of the golem. “No loot though.”

I hopped to my feet, then helped Awen up. “I’ll take easy,” I said. “Now, let’s figure out this thing and keep on moving!”


Chapter Fifteen

In Case of Puzzle, Break Glass

Awen was the first to gravitate over to the light device when we were done dusting ourselves off post-battle.

“Awa, this is where the gem goes,” she said, pointing to a metallic basket to one side with little fixtures on it. “And the rest of this… these are all mirrors and lenses. It’s to focus light?”

Moon Moon nodded. “We make the spinning things spin until it works,” he said as he gestured to the base of the device. Below all of the tiny mechanical arms holding bits of glass and small mirrors and even the occasional prism, were rings that circled all the way around the machine.

Awen poked one of these, and a few of the arms shifted and moved. “Oh, I see,” she said.

Moon Moon pawed over the gem and Awen set it in place. Then she started to spin each ring a little bit. I could actually follow her progress as each motion changed the angles of the mirrors and bits of glass within.

I leaned up against a wall near Amaryllis and tried to calm my breathing down even more. I had spent over a third of my stamina in that one fight. If we had to tackle another glass golem then I wanted to be well-rested for it.

“I’m not sure what to think of this dungeon,” Amaryllis said.

“Oh?” I asked.

“That golem, at level nine. It should have been just a little weaker than the one we faced out of the dungeon. It broke apart the moment it crashed to the floor. Now, I’m more than willing to believe that my magic had more of an effect this time because I poured more into it, but it was still too easy.”

I shrugged. “I guess we’ll see with the next one?” I looked down the second corridor. Much as with the first, it ended with a large device on a marble pedestal. The area around it was far darker though, and I couldn’t make out many more details.

“Perhaps. Something’s off about this place though,” Amaryllis said.

I swallowed and tried to dismiss the goosebumps crawling up my arms. I could vividly remember the strange evil roots at the bottom of the Wonderland dungeon. I wondered if they had made it all the way here too.

“Awa!”

I looked up to see Awen shifting one of the rings just a tiny bit, then the entire device clicked and a beam of light so strong it was almost visible cut across the corridor and over to the base of the next device.

“Good good!” Moon Moon said. “Usually we just spin and spin for a long time until we figure it out.”

“Are, um, we ready?” Awen asked.

I hefted my shovel. “I guess so,” I said. “Shall we?”

We all kind of paused when we arrived at the next intersection. There were two golems holding a gem each.

“That’s not the same,” Moon Moon said. “Usually there is one.”

“Well, that’s a bit of a pickle,” I said. “Insight?”

A Glass Golem Gem Guardian, level 8.

A Glass Golem Gem Guardian, level 8.

“They’re a level lower,” I said.

“That shouldn’t make too much of a difference. We’ll need to either focus on one or split our attention to two of them.”

I hummed as I thought about it. “We could try to knock them together? We have some rope.”

“Too likely to give them some momentum in the fight.”

“We could bite and chomp on both.” Moon Moon suggested.

“Sure,” I said. “Amaryllis, you and Moon Moon take the one to the left? You’re our strongest members. So take it down fast please? Awen and I will take the one to the right?”

“Awa, you trust me that much?”

I blinked. “Huh? I mean, yeah, of course.”

Amaryllis, for her part, just shifted her shoulders and wiggled her wings to unlimber herself. “Very well. Let’s make this quick.”

I eyed the golem I would be fighting with Awen’s help. With just the two of us it would be a much more even fight, and a far more dangerous one.

Like the last golem, this one had a lot of imperfections in its glassy surface. One of its arms looked partially melted, a rainbow of different colour glass all mixing together and coming to a point.

“Ready!” Amaryllis said.

“Right,” I muttered as I got ready to jump. If I could get it to crash, then Awen could smack it dead. “Go!”

I bounced forwards and shot up to the golem’s head.

It glowed to life moments before I reached it and started to lurch forwards while the gem hovering before it slipped into its chest.

I placed a foot on the golem’s head and used it to push myself over the monster, then, while at the apex of my jump, I rammed my shovel down atop its flat head.

My spade bounced off, and I had to refocus before I went splat on the wall behind the golem.

I was just recuperating from my landing when I heard Awen scream.

Turning, I saw a large glass spike racing for my head. I ducked, but was still sent flying as the spike smacked me on the helmet.

I rolled, getting back to my feet as quickly as I could. That hurt a little, but it was about as painful as when you tried to pick up an eraser under a desk and raised your head too fast. It hurt, and my eyes watered a bit, but I’d live.

I saw Awen race over to the golem and deliver a heavy two-handed blow to the joint between his base and one of its legs. The glass splintered, but held.

“Duck!” I called just in time for Awen to dip under another swing of its spiked arm.

I ran back at the golem while trying to figure out a plan. Nothing was coming to me though except the idea of hitting it as hard as I could as often as I could.

Then the golem started to glow from within.

“Awen, find cover!” I said a moment before I jumped and rolled behind the device in the centre of the intersection. Awen soon joined me.

The air grew a bit warmer as the golem fired.

Not at us, but towards our friends.

Moon Moon yelped and jumped into the air before he started to smack his flank where a hole was now burnt through his leather shorts.

“Sorry!” I called out to him.

“What do we do?” Awen asked.

I chewed on my lip. I didn’t have the oomph necessary to break its tough hide. Awen did, but her hammer…

“Oh,” I said. “I’m going to shove my shovel into it. You hammer it in as hard as you can while I distract it, okay?”

“Awaa, alright!”

I took a deep breath, rolled out from behind our cover, and bolted towards the golem.

It turned to face me, its giant spike pointed right at me.

At the last moment I wove under the spike, grabbed onto my shovel as if it was a javelin, and rammed it as hard and fast as I could into the golem’s chest.

I heard the pitter-patter of Awen’s feet as she came up behind me and my spade shook as she hammered it in.

The tool sunk into the golem with a crack, and hundreds of fractures ran out of the wound, but it was still alive.

Awen squeaked before she was batted aside by the golem’s normal arm. Its spiky arm shot out towards me to try and turn me into a Broccoli kebab.

I spun out of the way, then ducked under its next blow. “Awen! Try to hit the spade again!” I called out. I would act as a distraction while she got ready.

A quick punch to the golem’s nearest leg revealed that it was harder than my knuckles and that I wasn’t all that strong. Still, it gave me an idea.

My hands started to glow as I pushed more and more mana into them. My next punch hurt my hand just as much, but it also left the glass I had punched sparkly and clean.

“Okay, so that’s not working.”

Awen came in and with a grunt of effort smacked my spade’s handle again. It dug in a few more inches, and the golem cracked and crunched as it moved.

Then a bolt of lightning zigged and zagged around me and connected with the metal bits of my spade sticking out of the golem.

It exploded, throwing fist-sized chunks of glass everywhere.

I ducked my head down, bits of golem bouncing off hy helmet and thumping to the ground around me.

“Ah,” Amaryllis said when the tinkling finally stopped and I lowered my hands away from my face. “Perhaps that was a bit much.”

“A bit,” I agreed.

Her golem was… all over the floor with a proud Moon Moon standing in the midst of its remains.

“It looked like you could use the help?” she offered.

Congratulations! You have cracked Glass Golem Gem Guardian, level 8. Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

Awen and I locked eyes, and then we both giggled a little. “That was fun,” I said. “But I think I need a break before the next one.”

Amaryllis nodded before bending over to scoop up the gem from her golem. “That’s fair. Awen, catch.”

Awen fumbled the gem out of the air and ended up hugging it close to keep hold of it. I-I’ll get to work on this one,” she said.

The device had two gem holders and about twice as many rings around its base.

I started looking for the other gem among the piles of disintegrating glass when I stumbled across something on the ground. It was a sheath made of some dark leather, the cap at the end a decorative piece of glass, and a short handle stuck out of its opening.

I picked it up and pulled the sheath apart with both hands. A small knife greeted me, its blade-shaped glass that looked wicked-sharp.

“We got loot!” I called back.

“Yes yes!” Moon Moon said as he plodded over. “That’s what these drop. Knives and pretty mirrors. Very sharp.”

“Cool,” I said. “Who gets this one?”

Moon Moon shrugged. “Your kill, your toy.”

“Amaryllis’ kill, really,” I said.

The harpy eyed the knife then shook her head. “Keep it.”

“Hrm.” I said. I already had a pair of knives that were perfectly serviceable for camping and the like. This one looked more like something for fighting though. “Whelp, I guess it’ll have to be Awen’s, she only has the one dinky camp knife.”

“Awa?” Awen said.

“Here,” I said as I gave it to her. “Worst case, you can treat it as a trophy of sorts. Hang it on the mantelpiece and tell all of your kids about that time you killed golems with the great
 Broccoli Bunch!”

“The great Broccoli Bunch?” Amaryllis asked. “Who killed the last two golems again? Or is my memory failing me?”

“The great Broccoli Bunch, and her okay sidekick Amaryllis,” I said to Awen.

Amaryllis squawked in indignation.

“Th-thank you,” Awen said as she took the knife. “Awa… I’ll get back to work!” she said before rushing off to tinker with the device.

Amaryllis watched her go, then turned to me. “That girl is handier than I originally suspected she would be. Do try and curb your enthusiasm with her though, we don’t need a pet, we want a friend.”

“Huh?” I asked, and Amaryllis huffed and moved off to look down the next corridor.

I wondered what she meant by that.


Chapter Sixteen

Casus Bellyache

“Um,” I said.

“That’s not the way it was,” Moon Moon said.

All four of us stared up at the thing standing in the middle of the next corridor. There was a bit more floor space here, the area widening into a large square that squeezed back down into a corridor at the far end. If I stretched my neck I could see the door that was presumably the exit and another device with arms and mirrors and such next to it.

All that was set dressing for the thing in the middle of the room. Ten feet tall, nearly as wide, and with six legs that were nearly Broccoli-sized, the monster stood in the centre of the room like a gigantic glass guardian. Its body was a multi-faceted ball of glass, red veins running deep within and shifting about like a stingy lava-lamp.

“Insight?”

A Glass Horror, level 7.

“That thing’s only level seven?” I asked.

“Even dragons are only level one at some point,” Amaryllis said. “And yet you wouldn’t want to fight them.”

“Because they’re still dragons?”

“And because they have mothers,” Amaryllis said. She shifted, still eyeing the monstrosity taking up a sizable portion of the room. “Hitting that is going to be hard. I can’t see any big weaknesses on it.”

“Awa, it’s also tall,” Awen said.

“We could focus on the legs?” I tried. “But it has six, so that’ll take some effort. Any idea what kind of stuff it can do?”

“At level seven it should only have four skills,” Amaryllis said. “Probably similar to the ones the glass golems had, but don’t bet on it.”

“So, giant lasers, it can reflect spells and, uh, it can make the ground turn into spikes? Can’t remember the others.”

“That’s the gist of it,” Amaryllis said. She twirled her little dagger around. “So, lunch?”

“Huh?”

The harpy rolled her eyes. “It won’t move until we get closer, the ones behind us shouldn’t reappear until we leave the floor and wait nearly a whole day. So we have time to sit back and relax a little.”

“Well, um, alright?”

It was a little strange, but I didn’t complain. Instead I fetched my backpack—and Orange—and brought it over to the second corridor where we spread a blanket on the ground and got to eating. It was mostly hardtack and cheese and water, but the company made up for the bland food. That, and it allowed my stamina and mana to climb back up to full before the fight, which would probably come in handy.

“So, Moon Moon, how long have you been in the Best Pack?” I asked as I gnawed on some bread.

“Very very long,” Moon Moon said. “Since I was born.”

“Cool! How did you get your name?”

“I like the moon,” Moon Moon said. He flicked a piece of cheese into his mouth and swallowed it whole. “Mmm, this smells nice.”

I nodded. That made perfect sense. “I like the way you name yourselves, it’s cute. Are all the drolls named that way?”

“Yes yes,” Moon Moon said. “Except for the Pretty Good pack, they have silly names, like Brian and Matt.”

“Ah,” I said. “The anthropologists in this world must have their plates full, huh?”

“This world?” Awen asked.

I felt my smile grow a little stiff. “Ah-hah, nevermind. Um, so, has anyone figured out how to take out that big beastie?”

“No,” Amaryllis said. “I hate how ill-suited my magic is to this kind of situation. I didn’t decide to become a Thunder Mage only to be trumped by the first large foe I come across.”

“Yeah. My magic’s no good either,” I said.

“I can still bite things hard,” Moon Moon said with a wag of his tail.

Awen shifted a little. She had sat down with her legs folded together to one side, as if she were wearing a big dress instead of comfy pants. “Awa, I think I have an idea.”

“Oh, do tell!” I said.

“The device can aim its beam. I think it can be used as a weapon, of sorts.” She fiddled with her bottle of water. “Um, I’m not sure if it will hurt it though. My uncle said that a lot of dungeons had solutions to their floors. Um, he said they were boring and he likes hitting things better, but we can try?”

“We could always start the fight with that,” I said before taking a swallow from my own bottle. We only had a few with us. I didn’t think we’d be in the dungeon for more than a day at most though, so it would probably be okay. “Right, should we get going?”

A bit of packing later and we set all of our gear aside around the second intersection just in case before forming up near to the room with the Glass Horror. Awen rushed over to the device and turned some of the rings a little. It made the laser-like beam of light move up and down. “R-ready!” she said.

We all got ready in our own ways. Amaryllis ran a talon across the sparking edge of her magic dagger. I shifted the grip on my spade and looked up to see if I had clearance to jump around with, and Moon Moon bent over double to sniff at his own crotch.

I decided to not pay attention to the last.

“Starting!” Awen said.

I crouched a little, the muscles in my thighs and calves tightening as I got ready to move.

The device Awen was working on clicked and clacked and the beam of light shooting across the room slowly moved and jumped and started until, finally, it was pointing right at the glass horror’s core.

The little red veins within wiggled and twisted like coiling snakes. The golem shivered.

“Um,” I said.

Cracks started to form where the red squiggles on the inside moved, but the glass horror was also starting to glow.

“It’s buffing it!” Amaryllis yelled.

Awen did something and the beam cut off, but it was too late. The horror shot forwards at a speed that nothing that size should have had. It raised one large leg and Moon Moon had to roll forwards to avoid being pulped.

I shot to the air, aiming from the golem’s body with my spade ready to spear into it.

Three separate beams of light smashed into my chest from the legs on the side of the golem’s body I was on.

I yelped as searing pain cut into my tummy and sides.

The beams were painful, but they didn’t have any actual kinetic strength to them, nothing that made my course change. I crashed into the construct and landed awkwardly on my hands and knees.

My first instinct was to wince and press a hand against the wounds in my sides. I regretted it as soon as I touched the sensitive skin there. “Burned through my armour,” I muttered. “Rude.”

Getting up on wobbly legs, I raised my spade high above my head, then smacked it down where the cracks within it were close to the surface. Bits and pieces of glass sloughed off with every blow, but for all the damage I was doing, it was obvious that the horror had enough mass to take the blows without being destroyed.

Then the horror stomped one foot to the ground and the nearest wall turned into a bed of jaggedy glass spikes.

I saw Amaryllis just barely rolling out of the way of a spike that would have skewered her. “Get off there!” she yelled at me.

“Got it!” I said as I hopped off.

The moment I was off the golem’s back a thunderclap sounded out and I had to cover my ears to block out the sound of it. One of the horror’s legs cracked, a splinter running from its base to the joint where it connected to its body.

“Nice wo—” I started to say, but Amaryllis wasn’t done. Another flash of light, and a searing electrical beam smashed into another leg on the same side. Then a third and one of the rearmost legs burst apart into a million glassy shards.

“Keep hitting it!” Amaryllis said. She was panting, and her hair-feathers were plastered to her forehead by sweat.

“I’ll try and distract it!” I called out as I moved under the horror with my spade. “Moon Moon, smash those legs!”

“Yes yes!” Moon Moon said as he ran over to one of the damaged legs and started gnawing at it.

I had to keep the horror’s focus on me to give the others time to bring it down. I wove between its legs, smacking each one as hard as I could with my spade while avoiding the glassy caltrops it had left behind when it summoned all those glassy spikes. “Hey ugly, I’m here!” I screamed up to it.

Mocking someone for being ugly was really, really bad, but this was more of a something than a someone, so maybe the insult would mostly land at the feet of its creator. Still rude, but a bit less so.

My spade made quite the clamor as I banged it around. I must have caught the horror’s attention because it began smashing its legs around where I was standing. I felt myself grinning as I hopped back and out of the way of a leg, then skipped to the side to avoid a swipe. It was almost like a game, and even if it was a little risky, I was having quite a bit of fun.

Then the horror’s legs glowed and a beam of magical light hit me square in the face.

I screamed as I felt a searing slice pass from my nose to my forehead, the stench of burning flesh filled my senses and I had to close my eyes against the too bright light.

“Broc, duck!” Amaryllis called.

It was too late.

Something, probably one of the horror’s huge legs, smashed into me and sent me flying back. The air was batted out of my lungs and I saw a wash of stars crossing my vision as I was thrown back.

My flight ended with a jolt and what had to be the worst pain I ever felt as something pushed into my back.

I blinked dumbly, trying to figure out just what was going on.

That’s when I saw the glassy spike sticking out of my lower abdomen. Just a handspan of glass, decorated in dark red liquid.

“Oh,” I said.

“Broccoli!” Awen said as she ran over to me. Glass was kicked aside as she came and fell to my side, then she stared at my chest with muted horror.

“Potion!” Amaryllis screamed.

That kicked Awen into gear and she started to fumble around her jacket.

“It’s okay,” I said.

It didn’t really feel okay. It felt very not okay.

“It was a fun adventure.”

“You, you idiot!” Amaryllis screamed.

The air began to whisper around, and the smell of burnt flesh faded to be replaced by the electron tang of ozone.

The room darkened, every shadowy corner becoming a dark pit as a wind whipped around the entire arena.

“You bastard!” Amaryllis screeched.

White. Everything went white. There was a noise, but I couldn’t hear it over the sharp, painful ringing in my ears.

When things returned to normal Amaryllis was panting, every breath sounding like a wheeze, her wings were limp by her sides and she was bent over double.

The horror had a hole going through it from front to back, wide enough that I could have placed both fists in it side by side with room to spare. The glass round the hole was glowing, thin smoke pouring out of it.

“Nice shot,” I said.

“I-idiot,” she said.

Awen pushed something against my lips. “Drink, please, please drink.”

I smiled at her as I drank the potion, then the world darkened just a little.


Chapter Seventeen

There’s No Sense Crying

Over Every Mistake

I woke up to find Amaryllis hunched over me, her face nearly pressed up to mine. “Hey,” I said. “Um. I forgot to think of any cool final words. Sorry?”

Amaryllis’ lower lip wobbled, her eyes got teary, then she glared at me. “You idiot. You moron, you half witted, cretinous dolt!” She started to jab the not-pokey side of a talon into my ribs. “Imbecile, dullard, simpleton! Moron!”

“You used that one already,” I pointed out. “Also, oww!”

Amaryllis pulled her talon back, sniffed wetly, then glared even harder. “I’m charging you for those potions I used.”

I blinked. I did feel pretty… normal. Except for my ribs, those kind of hurt. “I’m not going to die?” I asked.

Awen appeared on my other side. “Ah… awa,” was all she said before she crashed onto me and buried her face in my chest. “I thought, I thought you died!” she cried.

“Ah, hey hey,” I said as I patted the back of her head. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

“You nearly weren’t,” Amaryllis said. “You bled a lot. I’m quite certain humans need most of their blood to stay in their bodies.”

“You’d think that,” I said. “Is Moon Moon okay?”

“Yes yes,” Moon Moon said. I tilted my head back to see the droll sitting next to the device at the end of the corridor. “It’s good you’re not dead.”

He bent forwards, pulled up a… hand mirror, then started to growl and show his teeth at it.

I decided that was a problem for later.

“I agree, being alive is nice,” I said. I wiggled my toes, shifted my hips, and moved all of my fingers. Everything was in place, still. My armour felt a little wet here and there, and sticky, but I could take care of that with some cleaning magic in no time. My bigger problem was Awen. “Hey, sweetie, you’re, uh, heavy?”

Awen lifted her head and I had to hold back a wince. She could have used a spot of cleaning magic too. Her eyes were all puffy and her hair was a tangled mess. “Sorry,” she whispered.

I pulled her back down into a big hug. “It’s okay. I’m fine. But I’m glad you were worried for me,” I said.

Awen sniffed and tucked into the hug, but as with all things it had to end eventually.

Amaryllis helped me to my feet and I took a moment to look around. There was a long red-brown stain running across the ground from the area with the glass spikes all the way to where I was standing now. It was… a lot of blood. Amaryllis was right with that.

I licked my lips and turned away from that, instead focusing on my armour. There were some new tears in it, and a loonie-sized hole around the abdomen that let a bit of cold air in to tickle my tummy. I tsked and fired a strong burst of cleaning magic that turned my not-so-pretty-now dress back to its original sky blue.

“We’re buying you heavier armour if you intend to go around injuring yourself like that again,” Amaryllis said.

“Ah, I didn’t mean to,” I said. “I just got caught off guard.”

She huffed an ‘I don’t like it’ huff. “The moment we’re out of this dungeon we’re starting you on a training regimen. You too Awen. I’ll whip both of you.”

“You mean you’ll whip us into shape?”

“I meant what I said,” the harpy declared.

“R-right,” I said. I noticed a couple of notifications from Mister Menu waiting for my attention, so I let them open up to see what was going on.


Congratulations! You have ruptured Glass Horror, level 7. Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Makeshift Weapons Proficiency skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank D is a free rank!


“Oh hey, my weapon proficiency made it to rank D!” I said.

“And it only cost you a few pints of blood,” Amaryllis said. She shook her head. “Awen, could you get the door open at the end? We should move on out of here.”

“Awa, ye-yes,” Awen said. She rushed over to the last device in the zig-zagging room and, after setting her big spectacles onto her nose, started to fiddle with the rings controlling it.

“You didn’t level up?” Amaryllis asked.

“Nope,” I said. “It doesn’t… feel like I’m close yet either.”

“Hmph,” Amaryllis said. “I think I’m nearly past my own. Just a little nudge and I should hit level ten.”

“Cool!” I said. “I can’t wait to see how that works.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing spectacular, I assure you.”

“Awa, I got it!” Awen said. She had one hand up, holding her glasses in place as she waved towards the end of the final corridor.

A door was recessed at the end, big and bulky, the kind of thing you couldn’t just blow past. Above it were three gems that began to glow as Awen used the machine to aim beams of light at them.

The door shifted, a thin cloud of dust pouring off of it a moment before it started to swing ponderously open to reveal the ravine we had entered from.

I stared, then tried to figure out a mental map of the dungeon. The room wasn’t nearly zig-zaggy enough for it to loop back around to the ravine. What’s more, we were lower down than the floor we had entered from.

“Dungeons are weird,” I said.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Amaryllis said.

We all gathered our stuff in a hurry. I found my backpack, and Orange, around the last bend and my spade, which I noticed was a bit warped now, was laying off to one side as though forgotten. The poor thing was taking a beating.

We moved onto the platform just beyond the door, then paused. “That was something,” I said.

“It was,” Amaryllis agreed. “The next floor isn’t as physically taxing, according to what we read.”

“I will not go there,” Moon Moon said.

We all turned to the droll who stood behind us, mirror in hand. “That room is very bad. Lots of droll were lost there.”

“How come?” I asked.

“There are drolls there who look like us, but are mean,” he said. Then he pointed to the mirror. “Like the one in this.”

I stared at the mirror, then looked to Amaryllis for an explanation.

“That was dropped by the glass horror. It’s nice enough. No enchantments that I’d find useful, Awen doesn’t want it, and you’d just use it as a poor weapon. So Moon Moon got it.”

“But it’s just a mirror?” I asked.

“Yes,” She said.

Moon Moon turned it so that I was staring at myself, then he flipped it around and his hackles raised and he started growling. “The other droll is back.”

“Maybe keeping you out of a place with mirror traps is for the best,” I said.

Moon Moon set the mirror aside, scratched behind one ear, then nodded. “Yes yes. I will go wait outside for when you’re done?”

Losing Moon Moon wasn’t nice. He was a good chunk of our fighting power, but if he didn’t want to go on, and if going on was a legitimate danger for him, I couldn’t exactly make him come with us.

“That would be great,” I said. “Do drolls like hugs?” I asked.

Moon Moon tilted his head to the side. “Yes?” he tried.

I glomped him close. “Good! Then we’ll see you in a bit, okay?”

He licked the side of my face which… was a little disgusting. “Yes! You are a very nice person. Please don’t die. You too, chicken girl and moist girl.”

The air around Amaryllis sparked and Awen ‘awa’d most mightily as Moon Moon waved them off and scampered back into the tunnel.

I waved at his departing back, then turned back towards the ravine. “Onwards, then!” I said.

“I would have thought you would be a little hesitant, after what just happened to you,” Amaryllis said.

I shrugged. “I don’t let little things like nearly dying get me down. And besides, I’m better now thanks to you, right? That spell you used in the end was awesome, by the way.”

“It was taxing is what it was. If you weren’t such a moron I wouldn’t have needed to exhaust myself for you.”

I laughed as I brought my spade down on the empty air before me until it clicked on the glass of the bridge.

I bounced a few times on the glass to make sure it could take my weight, then with my spade ahead of me like a blind person’s walking stick, I guided my friends across the chasm.

Some of the terror of walking over nothing across a hundred foot drop into churning waters had faded. Some. Awen walked by my side, and she very timidly poked my hand with hers until I held on as we crossed.

The door for the second floor room was similar to the first, a large round slab of thick glass with a brass mechanism over it to keep it locked shut. We all sort of stood before it for a moment before I stepped up and spun the wheel. “This one is supposed to be mentally tricky, right?” I asked.

“That’s what the compendium said,” Amaryllis replied. She stood with her dagger clutched by her side and her weight shifting from foot to foot.

“Well, let’s see what we have in store.”

The second floor was one long room. I could see a door at the far end just waiting to be opened, and stretching towards that door was a meter-wide stone bridge that spanned the entire distance from the entrance on.

I stepped forwards and looked over the edge of the bridge and into a sea of glass spikes some dozen meters below. A fall down there would be fatal.

“No monsters?” Amaryllis wondered aloud as she stepped in behind me. Awen was next, and she eyed the room with dread and suspicion.

“None that I can see,” I said.

Something clunked and we all froze.

Then, all along the sides of the room, mirrors lowered themselves until they hung a meter or so off the side of the bridge, each one held up by a complex brass assembly. They thunked into place, one after another until the bridge was lined with mirrors every few steps all the way up to the door.

“Okay,” I said. “It’s a bit weird, but okay.”

Amaryllis walked up slowly, then looked into the nearest mirror. I saw her eyes darting around, then widening. “Mom?” she whispered before taking a step towards the mirror, then another.

I grabbed her collar and yoinked her back.

She flailed, wings spiralling for a bit before she calmed down. “Damn,” she said.

“You okay?”

“I saw… nevermind. It showed me something I want. More than that, there’s got to be some sort of effect in place to pull you in. It’s subtle magic.” She huffed. “I hate metaphysical aspects.”

“I’m going to look, pull me back if I try something stupid?”

“If I had to pull you back everytime you did something stupid I would do nothing but drag you around all day,” she said.

I laughed and walked to the middle of the bridge then stared into the mirror. It was me. Me with a cleaner, patched up dress, with Amaryllis and Awen and Orange. And I was happy, and with friends.

I smiled at me in the mirror, and she smiled back. So I waved before looking back to my real friends. “Doesn’t seem that bad,” I said.

Amaryllis huffed. “It must require a certain level of intellect to work.”

“Can, can I try?” Awen asked.

“Sure,” I said. It was actually sort of fun.

Awen stepped up next to me, then looked into the mirror. She gasped. The girl took one step forwards, and I grabbed her shoulder.

“Awen?”

She brushed me off and started walking. I tugged her back, and her polite shoves turned into desperate clawing in moments. “No! Let me go! I, you need to let me go!” she yelled as she spun and kicked and pushed towards the mirror.

I tackled her to the ground, too close to the edge for my liking, and pinned her down. “No. Awen, Awen!” I snapped.

The girl looked up to me, sobbing. “Let me go! Please!”


Chapter Eighteen

Psychohazard

“Hey, hey,” I said as I rubbed Awen’s back.

Her fighting and crying had stopped after a bit, especially when Amaryllis and I had pulled her away from the edges of the bridge and brought her closer to the doors.

Those mirrors back there were awful. Worse than the golems by far. All the golems wanted to do was murder us, not make my friends cry.

“This floor’s a tricky one, Moon Moon was right,” Amaryllis said as she stared into the room. “You don’t seem to be affected as much. We could use you as a guide?”

“Yeah,” I said. I kept rubbing Awen’s back. “Let’s give Awen a bit to compose herself first?”

“I’m—I’m sorry,” Awen sniffled.

“None of that,” I said. “It’s okay. Sometimes things scare some people more than others; we all want some things really badly. Everyone has a price, I guess.”

Awen shuddered. “It was, it was just a reflection,” she said. “But it was real, and it was me, and my family, and I was, I was myself, and they were happy.”

I hugged her closer. “It’s okay. Those mirrors are big fat meanies if all they do is hang things you really want before you.”

Awen sank into the hug. “Thank you, Broccoli. Really. You’re… good. You’re very good, and I’m really happy you’re here.”

I grinned. “I’m glad you’re here too,” I said before tightening my hug. “Do you think you’re ready to try again?”

“Awa, I don’t know?”

Amaryllis snorted. “Don’t be a fool. The risk isn’t worth it. You have some cloth in your backpack?”

“I do,” I said. I hoped my confusion showed because I didn’t know what to think of her non-sequitur.

“Then we’ll fashion her a blindfold. It’s a simple enough solution. You can lead her to the end.” Amaryllis gestured to the door opposite us.

“And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“You almost walked off the edge there,” I said.

She huffed and crossed her wings. “I suppose I could tether myself to you. As demeaning as it is.”

We took a few minutes to get ready, but by the end all three of us were tied together with ropes around our waists. Awen held onto my hand too, just to help guide her, and she had a few pieces of cloth wrapped over her eyes.

“Everyone ready?” I asked.

“Let’s get it over with,” Amaryllis said.

I started walking. The smart thing to do, of course, would have been to stare straight ahead, or maybe at the bridge, ignoring all the mirrors as we walked past them. But I never claimed to be a very smart bun.

Orange padded out ahead of us, then paused to look at her reflection. I was worried for a moment, but then the cat started strutting even harder as if trying to show up her own reflection.

The first mirror showed the same image of me with my friends, but it didn’t appeal as much as it had even minutes before. As it was, my friends were right next to me, literally tied to me. If that didn’t trump mere reflections of smiles then nothing would.

The next mirror had me snorting as Sky Captain Bunch stood tall and proud on the deck of a big airship.

I shook my head and moved on. Some of the mirrors had me pausing. Me in a pretty dress in a large ballroom, or making snow-angels in a mountain of gold. They were really trying to pin exactly what I wanted, but were missing the mark.

Some, I had to admit, were just really neat. I looked kind of awesome wearing full-plate armour and carrying a sword as wide as I was; facing off against some dark monster while an orphanage’s worth of kids hid behind me.

Then I found my feet slowing down as I saw a reflection of myself. Not me as I currently was, but me as an older woman. Still spry, still smiling despite wrinkled skin and eyes that had gone a little cloudy with age. I was sitting on a rocking chair, a blanket over my lap. Pictures sat on the tables around my chair, of me and my friends as adults, of me next to young people that had to be my children.

I swallowed and pushed past. That was something I wanted one day, and it was something that would
 happen. I didn’t need to look into a mirror to know it.

“Oh,” Amaryllis said.

I looked to her, then to the mirror she was looking at.

My face flamed.

The Broccoli in the reflection was wearing… not much at all. And she was in the arms of a few young men and even some young women. Handsome people who were wearing oil and very tight britches and who all had very nice chins. They were dancing and flexing and—

I tugged the cord around Amaryllis’ waist and pulled her past that particular mirror. We both stared at our blushing faces and agreed not to talk about it.

I crossed mirrors of myself glowing in pride as I rubbed a swollen belly, and myself as a benevolent queen, and even myself hugging a handsome boy and, strangely enough, myself and Awen both in white dresses in front of an altar.

It kind of became a blur, but the long path to the end of the floor came closer and closer.

I still paused a bit at the mirror that showed me riding a dragon, not because I wanted to step off to my death, but because it was pretty darned cool to see. And then we were near the end.

I thought we were home free when I felt Amaryllis’ cord tightening. “Huh?” I asked.

She was staring at one of the mirrors, not with wanting but with confusion.

I looked into it to see myself in dark plate armour, riding atop a skeletal dragon at the head of an army of slaves about to assault a city. “I… think that one’s defective,” I said.

“Likewise,” Amaryllis said.

Reaching the end was a little anticlimactic. Compared to the room with the golems and the light puzzle devices, it had been a walk in the park. Though, perhaps that was unfair. The dungeon—if it could be spoken of as something sentient—had been clever, trying to use our own psyches against us. Clever, and mean.

I let go of Awen’s hand, wiggled mine a bit to get rid of some of the handholding clamminess, then opened the door leading back into the ravine.

“We’re free!” I said.

“Awa, we made it?” Awen asked.

I carefully pulled her blindfold off and let her see that we were out once more. “See,” I said.

She beamed at me, then flushed and looked away. “I’m sorry that you had to do that,” She said. “If I was stronger, then you woul—oww!”

I brought my hand up, still holding it flat above her head in the optimal pre-bonking position. “Don’t be so silly. We all have our weaknesses,” I said.

“Awa, but, but you don’t have any,” she said.

Amaryllis laughed. Not a ladylike giggle, or her pretty birdsong giggle, but a full on tummy laugh. “Oh world, that’s hilariously wrong on so many levels.”

“Mean,” I said, but I couldn’t hold back a bit of a chuckle. It was hard not to laugh when a friend was laughing, and the weight of stress being lifted after crossing that last floor was such a relief that it only made it easier to laugh.

Amaryllis wiped the back of a talon across her eyes. “We should keep moving. We still have a few more floors to get through.”

“Right!” I said. “As soon as we’re all ready.”

Awen nodded. “I, I’m ready,” she said.

“Cool!” I said.

We began our third trek across the ravine with a bit more confidence, though we still took our time and periodically tapped the glass bridge before us as we walked, just in case.

As with the last two floors, the third was blocked off by a large round door with the same mechanisms as the last. “I can’t remember what this floor is supposed to be,” I admitted.

“The boss floor, according to the compendium, but I believe that might have changed,” Amaryllis said. She pointed to the sides of the ravine. “There are two more bridges. That makes five.”

“So five floors then?” I wondered.

“Some dungeons have delve rooms that only work for the first few floors, there could be more.”

I hummed. “I hope not. I wouldn’t want to sleep next to these bridges, or in the dungeon at all if I can avoid it.”

“That’s more than fair,” Amaryllis said. “It’s only evening, we have a few hours to go before that becomes a worry, and even then, we can take a break after this floor to recuperate a little.”

“Awesome. Let’s get this one over and done with then!” I said as I raised my shovel in preparation to tackle the floor in a jiffy.

We opened the door, then stared into infinity.

I saw myself reflected back on every surface and from nearly every angle. It took a moment to notice the way the floor curved around and split off in a few directions.

“A mirror maze?” I wondered.

“I’m unfamiliar with the term, what is it?” Amaryllis asked.

I tried not to be too smug that I got to explain something for once. “It’s a maze, but the walls are all made of mirrors. It makes it harder to judge how far things are because you see a lot of reflections.”

“Brilliant,” Amaryllis said. “I suppose turning right at every juncture won’t work.”

“We could try turning left?” I said.

She whapped me behind the head with her wing. “Moron.”

“Awa, we could lay out some rope?” Awen said. “Or leave a mark on the glass?”

“That’s an idea,” I said. “Anyone have a sharpie?”

“A what?” Amaryllis asked. “No, nevermind. I have ink but I doubt it would stick to the mirrors. I think… one moment.”

The harpy stepped up to the mirrored wall ahead of us and brought a talon up. Little electrical sparks snapped around her hand as she swiped it across the mirror. It left black marks on the glass.

“That works,” I said. “So how do we actually navigate the maze?”

“That’s the easy part,” Amaryllis said. “We ask the most valuable member of the team for help.” She gestured off to the side.

We all turned to stare at Orange who paused in the act of cleaning herself to stare right back. Her little kitty expression seemed to say ‘why are you looking at me like that.’

“You’re going to have to explain that one for me,” I said. “I love Orange, but she’s usually more keen on sleeping than doing work.”

Orange nodded. It was probably just a strange tick though.

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “She’s a spirit cat. Or a spirit kitten, as the case may be. You shouldn’t underestimate her abilities. She can phase through the walls, find the exit, then guide us to it. No one else in this party has such skill or talent, or even scratched the surface of what she can do. Truly she is the best of us.”

Amaryllis was… laying it on sort of thick. But one look at how Orange had puffed up at the praise suggested that maybe it was on purpose. “I suppose,” I said. “She is a nice kitty. Do you think we could convince her to help with scritches?”

Amaryllis scoffed. “Please, as if you know the first thing about caring for such a majestic creature. Look at your blunt little human fingers! You can’t scratch anything properly with those. I, on the other hand, have superior harpy breeding on my side. I’m certain a creature as glorious as Orange would sympathize with my cause.”

Orange looked between the two of us then, quite obviously, rolled her little kitty eyes and trotted off into one of the mirror-lined corridors.

“That worked?” I whispered over to Amaryllis.

“Don’t ruin it,” she said. “Come on, let’s finish up this floor.”


Chapter Nineteen

Funhouse

We reached another intersection and as we had done a dozen times already, we waited as Orange walked around in a circle, phased through the walls, then returned to lead us on a little more.

All of this happened in near-silence. Only the occasional crackle of Amaryllis’ lightning marking the glass accompanied us.

The problem wasn’t that we were tired, or that we had nothing to talk about. It was the constant walk down poorly lit corridors, expecting a trap at every step and finding none. All the while, a thousand reflections of ourselves moved around in the walls. The rooms we travelled through were sometimes so tight we had to line up in single file, and the air felt just a little too warm and stale.

It was creepy as heck.

When we reached the next intersection I huffed and crossed my arms. “I don’t like it,” I declared.

“What don’t you like?” Amaryllis asked.

“This… thisness. The silence and the gloominess. It’s not fun,” I said.

“Did you come here just for fun?”

I thought about that for a moment. “Mostly, yeah,” I said.

“Idiot,” Amaryllis said. “We’re here because you got a quest. We really shouldn’t complain.”

“I don’t see what’s so special about getting a quest.”

“Awa,” Awen awa’d. “Quests are… big. They only happen when big things are happening in the world. They’re for very important people.”

I snorted. “Well, that’s not quite right. I got a quest and I’m just me.”

“I-I think you’re important,” Awen said.

I bumped my shoulder against hers, but shook my head all the same. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll get through this silly maze one way or another.”

I was about to start talking about brighter things—I still had plenty to learn about my friends. Were they dog or cat people? What were their favourite colours? Big chins, cleft chins? No chins?—when Amaryllis shushed us all with a talon raised to her lips.

She crouched a little and I did the same, my spade coming up in a two handed grip ready to bonk anything that tried to cause trouble.

Then Awen pointed and all of our gazes snapped to the side.

Skittering along the glass, and reflected a thousand times over, was a beetle. A big one, the size of one of those novelty slippers that were shaped like bunnies.

We all watched as it scuttled closer, but instead of heading for us it… moved towards the mark Amaryllis had left in the wall. Tiny beetle-y legs started scrubbing at the burnt patch, slowly cleaning it off and restoring the mirror’s shine.

Our tension seeped away. “It’s undoing all of my work,” Amaryllis said.

“The dungeon is rather clever.” I eyed the beetle. “Insight?”

A Mirror Beetle, level 2.

“Cute, I guess,” I said.

We all agreed that sticking around wasn’t going to help any, so we started following Orange again. The kitty was looking increasingly impatient, and I suspected that she would demand many pats and scratches when this was all done.

“This place goes on forever,” I complained a little later.

“It will end eventually,” Amaryllis said. “Trust Orange.”

“I do, I do,” I said. “But it’s kind of boring.” The worst part was that we were stuck shuffling along because moving too quickly, as we had discovered quite painfully, led us to run into the walls, bounce off their edges, and generally caused us to bump around like loons.

I was about to complain some more when I saw someone in the reflections ahead of us.

All three of us came to a stop as, from around the next corner came a short human girl. She was pretty, with bright blue eyes and long blonde hair that trailed out behind her. Her lips were set in a confident smile and she stood before us in the kind of adventuring outfit that I would expect a movie star to wear. That was, it revealed a lot of skin and probably wasn’t all that suitable to actual adventuring.

“Awen?” I asked as I recognized the girl.

“That’s me,” the girl that looked like Awen’s twin said. She grinned from ear to ear. “It’s been a bit, Broccoli. I thought I had lost you in these tunnels.”

“Huh?” I said.

“Awa, th-that’s not me,” Awen said.

“Oh, you’re right about that,” New-Awen said. “You wish you were me, don’t you, little illusion.” She started walking… no, strutting towards us, hips swaying from side to side and legs moving as if she were wearing heels instead of sensible boots. “Ah, Broccoli. I’m so… excited to see you. But now that we’re reunited I have plans for you. First, I’m going to pin you down, then—” she reached out a hand for me.

And that’s when Amaryllis shot her full of lightning.

New-Awen poofed apart, leaving us all staring at where she had been.

“That was enough of that,” Amaryllis said.

“What was that?” I wondered.

“Awa, she was… me?” She swallowed. “But, more pretty, more… more.”

“That,” Amaryllis said. “Was an illusion. Don’t you have insight?”

“Ah, yeah,” I said. “Sorry?”

“Idiot. Use your skills. That was obviously some sort of trap. Not even a very effective one,” Amaryllis said.

“H-how do we stop them?” Awen asked. She was looking around and into all the reflections around us with more than a little paranoia. “I, I don’t want just anything touching Broccoli.”

Amaryllis huffed. “Magic. Point blank magic tends to disrupt simpler illusions quite well. It’s why that field of magic isn’t as popular as some. It’s hard to learn, taxing to use, and easy to counter.” She shrugged. “Great on unintelligent foes though, which means we’ll both have to keep an eye out in case Broccoli gets it in her head to befriend the illusion.”

“R-right!” Awen said.

“Hey!”

Orange waved her tail from side to side impatiently, then turned and started stalking off. I had the impression that if we didn’t keep up, she would just head on out without us.

We jogged after the kitty to keep up. For a bit, we merely navigated the maze with neither obstacle or challenge, but that soon came to an end as we walked into a four way intersection with a pillar in its centre. Leaning against it was Amaryllis.

Not our Amaryllis. This one was smiling wide and bouncing on her toes. Her clothes were similar to the real Amaryllis, though in brighter colours. “Oh, oh, you’re here!” she said. “I’m so happy to see you!” she said.

I blinked. “Uh, hi?” I said.

Amaryllis. The real one, raised a cracking hand towards her strange doppelganger. “Let me put an end to that thing,” she said.

“Aww, but she looks nice,” I said.

“It’s an illusion, moron.”

Fake-Amaryllis gasped. “Don’t call poor Broccoli a moron! She’s my friend! No one calls my friends bad things!”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think I like this one.”

“It’s okay!” the doppelganger said. “We can be friends, even with you, lesser Amaryllis.”

Amaryllis, the real one, filled her clone full of lightning. “No,” she said. “Being friends with Broccoli is taxing enough. I don’t need more.”

“Awa,” Awen said.

Amaryllis froze for a moment, then huffed. “You can be my friend too, Awen,” she said while slumping dejectedly.

“I, I would g-gladly call you a friend, Aw-Awamaryllis.”

I laughed as we moved deeper into the maze. I don’t know what kind of challenge the dopplegangers were supposed to pose, but so far they weren’t nearly as bad as the room with the mirrors had been.

And then we turned a corner and my heart stopped.

Broccoli Bunch was staring back at me.

Not another reflection. This Broccoli was all wrong.

She wore all black, a frilly, lacier version of my own dress. Her pale face was adorned with black mascara and an expression that was hovering somewhere between apathetic and depressed. Her shoulder slumped and she seemed to shrink in on herself. “Oh, great. Just… keep moving. It’s not like you’re worth fighting or anything.”

“Um,” I began. “Hi?”

“Urgh, how can you be so peppy,” the goth Broccoli asked. “Just leave me alone. Or better yet, finish me off. This life is too miserable to be worth living.” She pulled out a cigarette from her bandoleer, and lit it with a snap of her fingers. “Just look at you three. Clever Amaryllis, who isn’t half as clever as she wishes she were and only a quarter as clever as she thinks she is. Cute little Awen, with a mind filled with more delusions and taped-together dreams than any sense. You need to wake up and face reality girl.”

“Hey,” I said. “That’s a little rude.”

Gothccoli took a long draw from her cigarette. “Ah, look at me go. Standing up for the first people that call you friend. You’re so desperate it hurts. One day you’ll see that Dirt is just as cruel and uncaring as your home was. Then you’ll see.”

“Wow,” Amaryllis said. “I thought this would be funny, but this is actually kind of frightening.”

“Awa, that Broccoli doesn’t… Broccoli right.”

Gothccoli leaned against one of the walls, then waved the comment off. “Go on. Keep on being a merry bunch of friends. See if I care.”

I looked towards Amaryllis. “Can’t I hug her just a little? She really needs it.”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes, and with a buzzing-crack, Gothccoli died an inglorious death.

I was at least content in knowing that that was probably how she would have wanted to go.

Orange returned, and it was a silent party that followed her to the end of the maze. The mirrors stopped, and we found ourselves in a little alcove with a door at the end.

I opened it to reveal the now-familiar ravine. Stepping out onto it and taking a deep breath of fresh air was a balm to the soul after the stuffy confines of the maze.

“Whaaa,” I said as I stretched out my arms and legs. “That was awful!”

“Awa, it was a bit warm, but, um, there were no fights.”

Amaryllis just huffed. “If it wasn’t for Orange we could have been in there for far, far longer.” She picked up the cat and cradled it in her arms. Orange didn’t make any noise, but I could still hear the faint rumble of her purring as it made Amaryllis’ coat vibrate. “We’re lucky that the party has such a good member in it.”

“We are!” I said.

What followed was a minute or two of everyone cooing over Orange who took it with stoic aplomb and returned a smug kitty smile.

But all things had to end, and so we turned our attention to crossing the bridge towards the next floor.

We crossed with growing confidence, the last room’s lack of difficulty spurring us on. That is, until we were nearly halfway down the bridge and Amaryllis’ feet slipped.

She ‘eeped’ and did a bit of a dance to keep her balance. It ended with her wings spread out wide and her butt low to the ground as she crouched next to us.

“Awa, I… that was scary.”

I giggled as my heart calmed down a little. “You scared me too,” I said. “What happened?”

Amaryllis scuffed her foot against the surface of the bridge with a growing frown, then leaned down to touch the surface. “There’s ice atop the glass,” she said, her voice calm and poised as if she hadn’t just done an interpretive version of the chicken dance.

I ran my foot from side to side on the glass ahead, and true enough, there was a thin layer of ice atop the glass. The air was notably cooler too, but that was hard to tell with the way the wind twisted in the ravine. “We’ll have to be more careful,” I said. “Maybe we can smash it?”

“And smash the bridge beneath?” Amaryllis asked.

“Ah, right,” I said. “I just hope that this isn’t a hint of what is to come.”

Unfortunately, it very much was.


Chapter Twenty

Broccoli On Ice

We slipped and slid all the way over to the door leading into the fourth floor, then, with just a bit of finagling to keep my balance, I opened the large door and helped Amaryllis and Awen slip into the room.

Lights hanging from metallic gantries above illuminated a huge doughnut of a room. In its centre was a small stone platform with a large wheel on it, chains went from it to the ceiling, then all the way to the far end of the room where the exit was waiting in plain view.

Other than that, the room was nearly featureless.

That was, if you didn’t count the ten or so machines skating around the room.

“Insight,” I said as one of them shot past. It looked like a metallic grasshopper. Six limbs that all ended with skates, the two back legs kicking out every so often to push the body along. There were big globular eyes atop it, and a hinged mouth with serrated teeth covered their lower face. The spines along the legs didn’t look like they were decorative either.

A Brass Ice Slipper Golem, level 7.

Amaryllis’ head twitched a few times. “All level seven,” she said. “And obviously not aggressive yet.”

“Do you think they’ll let us just cross?” I wondered.

Awen shook her head. “We need to turn that wheel in the middle. Awa, at least, I think.”

So, we had a nice big circular room, the floor obviously very slick with a layer of ice over what was probably more glass. And ten machines that looked like they meant business. We had to get to the middle, then over to the door at the far end.

“Do you guys know how to skate?” I asked the girls.

“No,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa, I don’t either,” Awen added.

I hummed and added that to my tally of things to keep in mind. “Okay, I have a plan.”

“Do tell.”

I nodded. “Awen, you can ride me. I’ll skate over to the middle. Amaryllis, you’re able to sort of fly. So I’ll kick you up into the air and you glide over to the rock.”

My harpy friend stared at me for a good long while. “Counterproposal. We leave this room and I throw you off the bridge.”

“Rude,” I said.

“Idiotic,” she shot back.

“Awa, guys,” Awen said. “We, um, need to work together, right, Broccoli?”

I dropped my glaring contest with Amaryllis to grin over to Awen. “You’re right. Do you think the bots over there will slide out of their lane? We could fight them one at a time until the room is cleared.”

“Risky,” Amarilis said. “There are a lot more of them than there are of us.”

“Darn it.” I watched as one of the nearly-robotic golems flew pasts with a scrape of steel on ice and a wash of cool air that sent tingles across my exposed skin. “We can’t just stand around and be this indecisive,” I said. “We need to try something.”

“We’ll go after the one on the farthest edge of the circle,” Amaryllis said. “I can maybe take it out with one well-aimed shot.”

“That’ll have to do,” I said.

We gathered on the very edge of the little platform by the entrance. Amaryllis flicked her wrist so that her sneaky little dagger fell into her talons and she pointed it towards the golem that would pass the closest to us. It was still a ways away, taking nearly a minute or so to circle all the way around.

Electrical crackles and little sparks started to snap off of Amaryllis’ blade and her feathery hair rose on end a little. I felt the hairs along my arms rising as she started to mutter something under her breath. “Close your eyes,” she said.

I pinched my eyes shut and threw my hands over my ears just as Amaryllis fired.

The air burst apart around us, and I had to take a step back and away from the pressure.

When I opened my eyes again it was to see the bot she had targeted crashing to the ground, its legs a tangled mess. Sparks and a wash of ice flew around it as the golem ragdolled across the ice.

“It’s dead,” Amaryllis said with a smug, self-satisfied smile. She blew the smoke off of her knife. “That was easy.”

Then the door behind us slammed shut and all three of us jumped a few feet into the air.

“Awa!” Awen said. “They’re transforming.”

The bots shifted as they skated around, legs bunching up and the middle of their sleek bodies unfolding until a very crossbow like device was deployed from their backs.

They continued skating by, but the crossbows turned to point at us.

“Oh shoot,” I said.

Nine twangs sounded out at the same time and we dove to the sides as a bunch of foot-long bolts flew past where we’d been standing.

The crossbows made loud crunchy noises and I just knew they were reloading.

I climbed onto my knees, then almost slipped back down as my arms and legs slid across the icy floor. Thankfully, I was Canadian, so I had a racial bonus to icy pantomimes and was able to get to my feet with a little effort.

The bots flew past, their bows turning to follow me and my friends. “This is bad,” I said.

“Awa, it is,” Awen said as she spun and windmilled her arms to stay upright.

I looked off to the side, hoping to find Amaryllis on her feet. Instead I saw her climb up to standing, only to flop back down onto her bum, as her feet kicked out from under her. “Amaryllis?” I asked.

“Shut up, I’ll figure it out!” she squawked.

She wasn’t going to figure it out, I decided as I saw her skedaddle on the spot and face plant into the ice.

“I’m going to distract them,” I said as I pulled my backpack off. “Awen, grab the rope in there. It might help.”

“G-got it!” Awen said as she crashed to her knees next to my backpack and started searching within.

The bots had stopped making their very loud reloading noises, which could only mean that I was running out of time.

Gritting my teeth and wishing for a pair of proper skates, I started to push myself forwards. My shoes were a little thin, and the cold was already seeping into my feet, but it was better to have cold toes than stand around and get a crossbow bolt through the tummy.

I looked at the oncoming row of ice skating golems, bunched my legs under me, and jumped into the air just as they were coming around.

Raising my spade in an icepick grip, I got ready to land on one of the bots in the middle of their little pack.

Its crossbow snapped around and I squeaked as I brought the head of my spade around just in time for a bolt to punch into and through it.

I was so busy staring wide-eyed at the glass-tipped bolt hovering just before my face that my landing atop the bot was a little… messy.

I couldn’t tell exactly what happened beyond my legs clattering about on the top of the Ice Slipper. There was screaming and scrambling for purchase, but I managed to grab the base of one of its legs and hang on for dear life. The golem started to skate off to the side, my weight enough to throw it off its original path.

Grunting, I pulled myself up and came face to face with the crossbow.

My heart stopped.

Then I noticed that it hadn’t reloaded yet and I let out a very inappropriate giggle.

The girls seemed okay, as far as I could tell. The other bots had mostly fired their bolts into the air to try and hit me, but I suppose I had been a small enough target—and a moving one at that—that they had all missed.

“Sorry big guy,” I told the golem as I crouched precariously atop it and aimed my spade towards the notch between its head and neck. I brought my spade down and smashed its tip against the fine rods and pistons and spinning shafts within, then when that only bent the outermost one I hit them again.

One of the golem’s eyes started twitching, so I knew I’d hit something important. But I didn’t have the strength to just end it in a blow.

I huffed and tried to think of a solution as we whizzed around the circular arena, my hair whipping out behind me like a lame banner. Magic? It was worth the try.

Standing a little taller, I aimed an open palm down towards the golem and fired a burst of cleaning magic into it. I saw the mana race across the golem’s surface and beneath the panels covering it. The oil on the gears I could see spinning away was wiped out, but that didn’t seem like a way to destroy the machine any time in the next few minutes. Most of my mana was wasted cleaning off the surface of the ice we passed.

“Dang,” I said. That had been a waste.

Then I saw one of the golems skate past the freshly cleaned ice. It had to scramble a little as it began to spin out, one side slipping by much faster than the other. It rightened itself just fine, but that gave me an idea.

I jabbed my spade into the crossbow’s mechanism. Something in there broke, and that was good enough for the moment.

Hooking a leg around the crossbow’s protrusion, I let my upper body dangle down behind the golem, face only a handspan away from the ice.

Reaching down, I tapped the ice with the tips of my fingers and shot out busts of cleaning mana to the left and right. It left streaks of sparkly-bright ice behind.

It only took a moment before one of the golems flew past the now extra-slippery ice and veered wildly off-course.

“Oh yeah,” I said with a growing grin as I repeated what I’d just done.

A moment later my efforts were rewarded when two of the golems rammed into each other. Brass limbs tangled, skates were pulled off the ice and the machines flew off and into one of the walls of the arena with a crunch.

Congratulations! You have caused two (2) Brass Ice Slipper Golem, level 7 to skate off the mortal coil!

“W-well done!” Awen shouted from the sidelines. “I have the rope!”

“Great! Tie it somewhere then give me the other end!” I said.

The idea was to kludge together a tripwire to bring down the remaining golems. I eyed them, hoping to see them skate into a wall, but they were spacing themselves out a little more and were doing a better job of keeping steady as they skated along.

There was a loud clack from the six golems that were left, and that I wasn’t riding on. Their crossbows were primed again. “Oh no,” I said as I saw a few of them turning towards the girls.

Amaryllis was still on her bum, looking mightily angry about not being able to stand, and Awen was tying an end of my rope to the large wheeled handle of the door. They were both prone and out of cover.

Pulling myself back, I straddled the golem I was riding on and started firing out balls of cleaning magic as hard and fast as I could.

Having magic smack them in the face did exactly what I wanted and soon they were all aiming at me.

“Uh. Oops.”

I got to put my new dancing skill to the test and I ducked and weaved atop the already shifty surface of the golem I was riding. Somehow, all six bolts fired my way missed or bounced off the armour of the golem I stood on.

“Broccoli!”

Awen’s call had me looking to the side just in time to reach up and catch the rope she tossed out of the air.

It was time to put an end to the chase!


Chapter Twenty-One

Trouble in Parad-ice!

The moment the rope was in my hand I had to move. First I pulled myself back towards the centre of the golem’s back, then I looped the rope around one of the thick joints of the golem’s rear legs and tied a quick and very crude knot.

I yanked the knot tight just as the rope went taut.

Having the very fast platform I was sitting on come to a complete, and rather jarring, stop wasn’t the most fun.

I was thrown off with a yelp only to crash on the icey floor and slide a dozen meters on my side. “Ouch,” I said.

I panted while staring up at the domed ceiling for a moment. Then the loud booming crash of golems running into each other had me craning my neck up to see what was going on.

Three of the golems had tangled together and were sliding across the floor on a direct path for me.

I ‘eeped’ and rolled onto my front, feet kicking out for purchase as I tried to get up.

They were almost on me when my foot caught and I launched myself into the air and out of the golem’s path.

This time my landing was a little better as I hopped onto the stone disk in the centre of the room and took a moment to stare at the carnage Awen and I had caused. Three of the golems had crashed together and were wriggling about, trying desperately to untangle their now-bent and battered limbs. A fourth had veered so badly off course that it was now embedded into the far wall, though it was still alive, judging by the twitches.

Two of the golems remained intact, circling around the middle at a dizzying speed. I tried to think of a way to take them out, but nothing came to mind.

Then I shrugged. I didn’t have any weapons on me except for a camp knife—my shovel was somewhere in the pile up off to the side—which meant that I only had myself to use.

I ran along the middle of the disk, then jumped, timing it so that I landed atop the golem closest to the middle. The moment I was on it I slid one leg over its centre and rode it as if it was the strangest horse ever.

Throwing my weight from one side to the other didn’t do much, and I didn’t think my magic could do anything to really hurt the golem. I could try filling it with fire, but my fire was always a little anemic and I didn’t think I could get it hot enough to ruin its mechanisms.

“Broccoli!” Awen screamed.

I looked up in time to see her spinning around on the ice, then she flung something up and high into the air.

My eyes widened as I recognized her hammer.

“Got it!” I screamed as I jumped up and caught the weapon out of the air. The extra weight made my landing back on the golem’s back a little precarious, but I managed to keep my feet.

And then I had the perfect tool to fix my golem problem.

“Hah!” I screamed as I brought Awen’s hammer down on the crossbow atop the golem’s back. It went ‘sproing’ and a few bits flew off in a most satisfactory way. The next blow hit one of the golem’s legs, bending it and throwing the golem to the side for a moment before it shifted its weight to the other legs.

That gave me an idea.

I searched around until I spotted the golem pile up way off on the other side of the rink. We were approaching it fast though.

I whacked at the next leg on the golem’s side until it too tore off. We began to veer towards the pile, but the clever golem shifted its feet to change directions.

“Oh no,” I said as I whacked its head as hard as I could.

The golem went haywire.

I jumped off its back and landed in a slippery crouch just before the golem ran into its buddies at full speed.

Congratulations! You iced two (2) Brass Ice Slipper Golem, level 7!

Just two? I looked over and counted. There was only one golem left moving, the rest were all in various states of… crashiness. Still, they were twitching and moving, so I supposed that they counted as alive.

My attention snapped back around to the final golem.

The bot shifted, planting all of its skates down at an angle so that it slid sideways and threw off a huge spray of ice. Then it clicked and clacked around, walking on the ice instead of skating in interminable circles as it had been.

“That’s different,” I said as I weighed the hammer in my hand.

The golem shifted, first becoming wider, then unfolding so that parts of its body slid into others. It reminded me of those toy cars that turned into neat robots, only this thing was turning from a neat robot into something else.

I learned what when, with a final shift of its legs, the golem unfolded into a large brass scorpion, its huge tail tipped by three crossbows that were pointing right at me.

“Oh shoot,” I said.

The room went white. I felt the air warming up and my hair rising.

When I blinked back the green tinge that covered my vision it was to find that the scorpion golem was sitting in a puddle of foot-deep water, parts of its brass frame still glowing white-red and other bits looked like they had fused together.

The cords tied to its crossbows were on fire, and sparks were bursting out from the side of its head. It was, in short, dead.

“Hah! I’m not useless!” Amaryllis cheered.

Then her feet slipped out from under her and she crashed to the ice again.

I lowered Awen’s hammer and looked about. “Well, I guess that’s it for this one.”

Skating over to Awen, I handed her back her hammer with a big goofy grin. “Thanks, that was good thinking.”

“Awa, th-thanks!” She said.

“You should go finish off the rest of the golems, I think a few of them are still alive and I don’t know if you’ll get any experience if I kill them off myself.”

“Awa, that’s generous.”

I snorted and shook my head. “We’re in this together, it’s just normal, yeah?”

“R-right!” Awen said.

She fumbled her way over to the golem pile off to the far end of the room, her gait a little slow and uncertain, and she almost fell once or twice, but she was getting the hang of it.

I skated over to Amaryllis, stopping with a twist of my ankles just next to the harpy. “Do you want some tips?” I asked.

Amaryllis looked up to me, crossed her wings over her chest, and pouted. “I don’t need help,” she said.

“Of course not,” I said.

She glared.

I smiled.

She glared harder.

I pushed back, and—while cheating a little with some cleaning magic—started to skate around her with my hands behind my back. I even did a bit of a twirl.

“I hate you,” she said.

“And you are one clumsy duckling.”

She shifted onto her tummy, pushed off the ice, and was halfway to standing when her arms shot out to either side and she planted into the ice.

I bit my lip so hard I was almost bleeding. “Do you need help… mallard-y?” I said. Then a giggle escaped.

“There’s no ice where I’m from,” Amaryllis said.

“Don’t you live on a mountain?” I wondered.

“We have fire mages,” she said.

“Ah,” I said. “So your entire species has… trouble with ice?” I asked as I crouched down before her.

She turned her head around and pinned me with a glare. “If I could stand up right now, I would slap you for that.”

Giggling, I moved over to her side and helped her first to her knees, then onto her feet. “Wrap an arm around my neck,” I said.

“Don’t tempt me,” she said, but still did as I asked and placed a wing over my shoulders. She almost slipped, but I managed to keep us standing.

“Okay, so, first, don’t raise your feet off the ground. You move with your hips and with your knees. You need to squat a little.” I instructed.

“I don’t actually want to learn how to skate,” she said.

“Aww, but think how awesome you’ll look when you show up all of your harpy friends?” I asked.

Amaryllis was silent for a bit. “So I need to keep my centre of balance lower?” she asked.

We eventually made it to the disk in the centre of the room where Awen was waiting for us. She had a smile all ready and on full display when we arrived. “I figured out the door,” she said.

“Neat!” I replied. “Amaryllis is only a few hours away from figuring out how to skate.” We had only almost-fallen three times.

We stepped onto the platform, Amaryllis with a sigh of relief, and we all kind of just relaxed for a moment. I stretched a little, then told the girls that I would be back before I skated back to the entrance and got my backpack—and Orange.

“Awa, I found your spade, and one of the golems dropped something,” Awen said as she removed her own backpack and pulled something out of it.

An enchanted compound crossbow of rare quality, new.

I grabbed the bow and turned it this way and that. There was a trigger beneath it, and an all-metal stock meant to be pressed against the shoulder. The forward section of the device had a pair of arms that folded back and swept along the sides of the bow. The mechanism to reload it looked a bit like a large crank built into one side, with plenty of little gears and pulleys.

“Nice,” I said. “What does it do?” I handed it back to Awen who took it gingerly as if it was a baby rather than a weapon.

Awen flipped it over and tapped the underside. “There are two compartments here. This one is for placing bolts that you can reload with the same crank that pulls back the string.” She pointed to an opening on the other side. “This one stores even more bolts, but it’s not connected to the rest. Ah, and there’s more string too. It’s enchanted for durability and there’s an enchantment that increases the draw weight that activates once it’s primed.”

“Cool,” I said. “Well, have fun with it.”

“Awa? Are you sure?” She asked. “It might be worth a lot.”

I shrugged. “Then it’ll be worth a lot to you. I’m not the crossbow-y sort. And Amaryllis, ah, doesn’t have fingers.”

“I’m certain I could operate it given some practice,” Amaryllis said.

“Th-then do you want it?” Awen asked. She was hugging the bow in a way that suggested she really didn’t want to give it away.

“Awen, when I want something dead from far away, I’ll call down thunder and lightning on it. I don’t need a toy to do it. Keep it. It suits your specialty.”

“Awa, thank you!” Awen said.

Her smile made it all worth it.

“Okay! Now we need to skate to the other end,” I said.

“Oh please no.”

“I could carry you?” I asked Amaryllis.

“I could fry you,” she returned.

We did eventually make it to the other side, and with minimal spills at that. The door was wide open, welcoming us onto the same sort of glass bridge we had been using all day.

“Oof, that was a rough one,” I said.

“It was,” Amaryllis agreed. “Let’s get this over with.”

Crossing was easy as pie now that we were used to it, and the next door was just as simple as the ones before it.

The room it opened onto was huge, with glass pillars rising a dozen meters into the air, and yet they only reached a quarter way up to the ceiling above. There was enough room under the glowing ceiling to fit a small village.

And in the middle of it, sat a dragon.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Wyvern

I had been looking forward to the day where I would get to meet a dragon since… about the time I discovered what dragons were, really.

Big, magical fire-breathing creatures that were at once majestic and terrifying. There was so much lore and mysticism around them. I had spent countless hours imagining what it would be like to talk to a dragon, to ask them about their life story, to make friends with something that no one would ever dare bully, and that I could ride across the skies on.

They were the stuff of legends, both good and bad.

The dragon on the fifth floor of the Path of Broken Reflections wasn’t a creature of flesh and blood as I had imagined, but it was beautiful nonetheless.

Five meters long—I guessed—from snout to tail, wings that had to be longer than its entire length, all made with delicate curves. It had a pair of horns wrapped around its head that ended in jaggedy points, and its teeth were as long as my hand.

Its size alone was impressive, but this dragon was more than just big, it was like a mosaic of stained glass. I could see the ceiling on the dragon’s other side, warped and shifted by the glass that made up its body. Delicate filigree of spun glass circled out across its wings. It turned its head our way, pupils like golden mirrors locking onto us.

It didn’t move though, probably because we had yet to enter the room proper.

“Whoa,” I said. “So pretty.”

“No,” Amaryllis said. “You can’t walk up to it and ask to be its friend.”

“I’m sure it’s nice,” I said.

She sighed. “It’s draconic. Their idea of being nice is eating you later instead of eating you now. Besides, if it eats you, Awen and I will have to face it alone. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“Awa, I don’t want anyone eating Broccoli,” Awen said.

“You’re not trying to guilt trip me into not trying to talk to the pretty glass dragon, right?”

“I would never,” Amaryllis deadpanned. “Who am I to stand between you and an opportunity to be chewed up by a wyvern.”

“Wyvern?” I asked.

She gestured to the dragon. “No forelimbs, the wings are at its sides, not its back. That’s a wyvern. They’re the more… animalistic cousins of dragons. Not nearly as dangerous, but still a threat.”

I scrunched up my face, but gave up with a nod. “Fine. I guess. No talking to the pretty wyvern.”

“It’s a dungeon creature, and the boss at that. There’s no way you’ll be able to negotiate your way past it,” Amaryllis said. “Which means that we’ll have to fight and kill it. Which I’m not sure we’ll be able to do.”

I looked from her to the dragon, then fired off an Insight at it.

The Stained Wyvern of Mirrored Paths, Boss, level ??.

“Oh, that’s not very good,” I said. “Can you see its level, Amaryllis?”

The harpy shook her head. “No. But I can guess. Judging by the level of the dungeon it has to be between levels eleven and thirteen. Basically, you can expect it to have a second class waiting in the wings, probably far below ten, but still there.”

“Ah,” I said. “That’s not good.”

There were a few problems with trying to fight a dragon… or a wyvern. First, it was a giant predator bigger than a minivan and we were just three very small girls that would all neatly fit into its tummy once we’d been chewed a little.

Second, it had wings, and could presumably fly.

Third, it was a few levels above us. I couldn’t say how much stronger I was now compared to when I arrived in this world. Or rather, I couldn’t say how much of an impact levelling up on its own had. Skills, on the other hand, were huge boosts to both my power and abilities. I bet that the Wyvern would have a whole bunch of really good skills.

I winced. “I say we try. But we also prepare to run out of here if we need to.”

Amaryllis tapped her talons against her wing, then nodded. “I agree. We’ll try a few things, then if those fail to work we leave and try something else.”

“Awa, I’ll go where you do,” Awen said. “I, I can help from afar now, too.” She raised her crossbow. It only had a few bolts, but they might help.

“You’re both able to fight at range, so maybe we focus on that?” I asked.

“It can fly. That will neatly negate any advantages we get from our range,” Amaryllis said. “And as much confidence as I have in Awen, she is very new to that toy of hers. Hitting a moving target will be a challenge, and I doubt a couple of bolts will be enough to hurt that thing.”

“We’ll try anyway,” I said. “Are we all ready?”

Amaryllis sighed, then did a few quick stretches. “I suppose so.”

“I’ll try my best!” Awen said.

Grinning, I stepped into the arena with my friends at my back.

The wyvern shifted on its huge haunches, its chest puffed up, and it let out an ear-piercing shriek.

You have heard the screech of a fearsome creature! Your soul is shaken.

I tripped, almost falling before I caught myself. Black spots flickered in the corners of my vision and I was worried I might faint for just a moment before it all receded. I looked up, saw that the wyvern was still in place, then turned to check on my friends.

Amaryllis’ wings were trembling, but she wore a fierce and downright mean scowl as she glared up at the Wyvern.

Awen… didn’t look so good. She was on her knees, eyes wide, and her entire body was shaking just a little bit. “Awen!” I called.

She gasped and snapped her attention around to me.

Our eyes met, mine trying to be reassuring, hers filled with unshed tears. “You’ll be okay,” I said. “It’s just a scary monster. You’re better than it is.”

“Awa,” she said. She seemed at a loss for words, but still climbed back to her feet and hugged her crossbow close. “Right.”

A huge ‘whap’ sound had me looking up in time to see the wyvern jumping off and taking to the air. It was truly majestic to see it wheel around above us, that is, until I remembered that we had to bring it down.

The arena’s many pillars ranged in size from a meter wide to about twice as much, and each one was nearly three Broccolis tall. That means that the wyvern couldn’t just scoop down and snatch us off the ground, but it also limited our visibility a bit.

“I’m going to try and draw it closer,” I said. “You guys try to knock it out of the sky.”

“Got it,” Amaryllis said. Awen nodded behind her.

I bunched up my legs, then kicked off to land atop one of the larger glass pillars. It took me a moment, searching the wide ceilinged arena, to spot the wyvern spinning past above. It’s brilliant glassy body flashed past walls made of shaped mirrors and warped glass, sending prismatic rainbows against every surface that it flew past.

“Now, how am I going to get you down here?” I wondered. All I had was my spade—my backpack and Awen’s having been left by the entrance—and that wasn’t exactly handy for grabbing a wyvern’s attention.

Maybe magic? Cleaning magic wouldn’t do much to a wyvern, I didn’t think, but it might be enough to grab its attention. I didn’t have anything to lose except a few points of mana.

Shrugging, I aimed a hand up towards the wyvern, pinched my tongue to help with my aim, and fired off a tiny but fast ball of cleaning magic.

I missed by about fifty meters.

Cleaning magic was not hit-scan. I hadn’t accounted for the amount of lead time it would take to hit even a target as big as the wyvern.

My second shot missed, and so did my third. Its circular path wasn’t perfectly circular as it avoided spikes and crenellations in the ceiling. I had to either aim a whole lot better or…

Scrunching up my nose, I started to fire more and more cleaning balls, each one making my mana tick down by a point or two, but I was filling the air with glowing balls of mana. I hoped that the wyvern wasn’t into bullet hell games.

A few of my spells hit with a series of dull plops, like dropping a pebble into a bathtub.

The wyvern spun around in the air, golden eyes locking onto me.

“Get ready!” I called out.

I saw the girls moving over to stand next to a pillar, Amaryllis with her hands sparking and Awen with her crossbow raised.

Wind battered around me as the wyvern came screaming down towards the pillar where I stood talons-first like a bird of prey. I stood my ground for just a little bit longer, coiled and ready to jump.

Then lightning rammed into the wyvern’s side.

I jumped, moving towards another pillar that I bounced off of on a path towards the far end of the room.

The wyvern wheeled upwards with huge beats of its wings. There was a faintly darkened spot on its side, but little else to show that it had been hit.

“Darn,” I said. Then the wyvern flipped around and came roaring down towards the girls. “Double darn!”

The wyvern’s chest began to glow and it pulled its head back in a way that I was certain was very bad news. Then it opened its mouth wide and a cloud of sparkling dust poured out of it and splashed out towards the girls.

Lightning filled the air between them, Amaryllis doing her best to stop the deluge, but while it pushed some of the particles back, plenty still landed around the girls.

I took off at a hopping spring, bouncing from pillar to pillar while the wyvern flapped its wings and regained some altitude.

The dust it had spat was glass. Fine particles of loose glass, like sand that choked the air. I began to fire my cleaning magic in little bursts as I jumped down into the cloud.

Finding the girls was easy. They had huddled together under Awen’s long jacket, using it as a barrier of sorts. Seeing them coughing up blood and wheezing was a lot harder. “Are you okay?” I asked rather stupidly as I moved to their side. They were both covered in multicoloured, sparkling dust. A fresh burst of cleaning magic took care of some of that, but I was starting to run low on mana already.

Amaryllis tried to say something, but just choked and wheezed instead. She tapped her bandoleer.

I caught on and reached over to yank a pair of potions from her chest. Popping the cork off of one, I pressed it to her lips, then I did the same for Awen with the second potion.

It took a few fretful seconds, but my friends were soon breathing easier. “That was disgusting,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa,” Awen agreed.

“Good thinking with the coat,” Amaryllis said. She shook her wings and a few strands of glass tinkled out. “That was… unfortunate.”

“I—I think I hit it with a bolt,” Awen said.

I tried a smile, then looked up as a shadow flitted past. “That didn’t quite work as planned,” I said.

“We noticed.”

“Right. One more thing, then we leave and regroup, okay?” I said. “Are you both up for it?”

“I won’t let one little setback hold me down,” Amaryllis said as she stood teller and shifted her wings.

“Awa, I, I can try!”

Grinning, I told the girls the bare bones of my plan, then I jumped onto the top of the nearest pillar. “Alright, buster, it’s time to… get…”

My voice trailed off as I stared around and at the three wyverns flying just over the pillars all around us.

“Oh, shoot,” I said.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Down to Earth

Three bursts of Insight did… nothing to help. There were still three wyverns hovering just above the pillars filling the room.

Where had the other two come from?

It was only when I ducked to avoid one of them that I noticed the black mark on its side. A mark left when Amaryllis blasted the original Wyvern. A mark that I quickly noticed on the other two dragon-like beasties.

“Ah,” I said.

An illusion then? Or a power that allowed the wyvern to split apart into copies of itself? I was thinking the former, we had seen some illusion stuff in this dungeon already, it made sense that the boss would have something similar going for it.

Which meant that we had to pick out the real wyvern and bring it down.

Somehow.

I crouched down, trying to make myself unnoticeable as I looked from one wyvern to the next. I shifted my grip on my spade, hands sweaty and nervous. The three all looked the same, that is, until one of the wyverns shifted and started casually flying my way and I noticed something sticking out of its chest.

One of Awen’s crossbow bolts.

The other two didn’t have the same mark on them.

“Gotcha,” I said before jumping up and above the wyvern.

The monster shifted, its mouth opening wide even as it turned in mid air to get a better angle to chomp me with. Eyes widening, I watched twin rows of serrated glass teeth closing down around me.

There was no changing direction in mid-air.

I brought my spade around, placing it vertically in the wyvern’s mouth just as it started to close its mouth. The wood strained, and I heard a very distressing crack. I was a little busy placing my feet on either side of the wyvern’s mouth to really wince at the damage my trusty spade was taking.

My hand shot out and I grabbed the wyvern’s nostril and used it to pull myself up and out of its mouth.

The moment I was out of the monster’s jaws, and clamped around its face like a very rude limpet, there was a loud crunch.

I whipped my head around as I saw the head of my spade, with about half a foot of torn handle, fly past. My spade!

“Rude!” I declared as I tightened my grip on the wyvern’s face. To be fair, riding someone’s face was probably a little rude on my part too, but I think a tiny bit of hypocrisy might be allowable in my situation.

I balled my hand into a fist and punched the wyvern in the eye.

Its head shifted, almost throwing me off as it shut its golden eye and rumbled deep in its throat. It took in a deep breath, its chest expanding and beginning to glow in a way that I did not like. “Oh no, you won’t,” I said.

For all my threats though, there wasn’t too much I could actually do.

So I decided to do my best.

Pulling my knife out of my bandoleer, I held it out and jabbed it into the wyvern’s eye. The steel edge clinked off the glass eye, but it still left a crack and the wyvern roared in displeasure.

Then it rolled over and I squeaked as the world spun around.

We were heading straight at one of the larger pillars.

I put two and two together and came to a result that I didn’t like, not one bit.

I screamed as the wyvern lowered its head and prepared to headbutt the pillar Bun-first. My foot caught on one of the scally ridges on its face, but just as I tried to jump it slipped on the glassy surface.

Terror made my breath catch. If I couldn’t place my feet, then I couldn’t jump. You needed legs to jump.


Did
 I need legs to jump?

It was with a startled squeak that I launched myself off of the wyvern’s face with a shove of my arms that tossed me a dozen feet into the air.

Below me, the dragon-like beastie crashed into the pillar with a sound like a bull charging a china shop.

I twisted in midair like a very confused cat to land on my feet with a scuff of shoes on rough ground. I was panting, heart beating in my throat as I watched the wyvern slam into the ground just a few meters away. It had a few cracks running across its snout and sternum. The beastie had done more damage to itself than we had managed so far.

It turned golden eyes my way, eyes that were not pleased.

I ‘eeped’ and rolled behind a pillar as its head snapped out and tried to chomp on me. I had just gotten to my feet when the wyvern came around the corner, walking on the middle joints of its huge wings like some sort of nightmare pterodactyl.

The wyvern stomped after me, and like a mouse with a cat on her tail, I ran and weaved into the pillars to try and find some sort of safety.

That’s when I ran past the girls. “Run!” I yelled.

Awen started running right away with her backpack bouncing along behind her, but Amaryllis took a moment to blink at me, then looked towards the Wyvern. She said some very rude and not-kid-friendly words as she took off.

“Split at the next junction,” I said.”Hit it from the sides. Get the wings!” I panted between steps.

“Awa!” Awen agreed.

“Idiot!” Amaryllis also agreed.

They split off to either side when we passed between two pillars and I kept moving in a straight line, wyvern snapping at my backside.

Amaryllis fired off a spell with a whip-crack and a burst of brilliant light, and I heard the ‘twang’ of Awen’s crossbow going off.

The Wyvern roared.

You have heard the screech of a fearsome creature! Your soul is shaken.

My feet both independently decided to go in different directions for a moment and I flopped onto the ground with an ungainly thump.

I shook my head, then looked over my shoulder to see glinting glass teeth rushing towards my head.

Rolling to the side, I avoided becoming half a Bun by a hair. The wyvern didn’t appreciate missing out on its lunch and tried to stomp me down with a wing.

I rolled the other way.

My position wasn’t exactly sustainable, and it came to a head when the wyvern snapped at me again. It missed, but just barely.

Still, its head was now really close.

Coiling up my legs to my chest, I kicked out as hard as I could and winced as a painful thud ran through my legs.

The wyvern’s head snapped up.

Taking my chance, I rolled backward and got onto the balls of my feet, then shot straight up and into the air. I came down hard atop the beastie’s noggin.

Its head crashed down into the ground with a crunch.

And just like that, I was nearly spent. I landed awkwardly to the side and stumbled over towards the nearest pillar in order to hide.

The wyvern was having none of that. It turned its head my way, opened its mouth, and from its roiling gut came a blast of dusty glass.

I covered my eyes, cleaning magic blasting out towards the breathy attack to push it back. It worked, but wasn’t sustainable.

Mana 48/115

The wyvern paused for just a moment. I thought I was safe, then its attack redoubled and it started to stomp its way closer to me faster than I could backpedal.

Mana 37/115

My back bumped into one of the pillars.

Mana 24/115

My cleaning magic wasn’t catching all of the dusty glass, some of it scoured across my feet or flowed around after hitting the pillar behind me.

Mana 12/115

I took a deep breath and got ready to bounce away as soon as my faltering defences fell.

A beam of pure electrical energy rammed the wyvern in the joint between its body and wings. Glass turned red. The wing folded in on itself and the boss crashed to the ground.

Then a blue blur shot out from behind the pillar. “Don’t, don’t hurt my Broccoli!” Awen screamed as she practically flew at the wyvern’s head.

She had something long and brown in one hand that she placed right between the wyvern’s eyes, then her hammer came racing down.

A dull snap echoed out across the room.

Cracks racked out from the wyvern’s forehead.

Its glowing eyes glared, then turned dull and whatever spark of magic lit them from within faded.

The wyvern’s legs collapsed lifelessly, bringing the entire boss down with a thump that made the ground tremble.

I panted, arms slowly lowering from where I had held them up while casting. Awen was no better, her breathing coming in sharp inhales and exhales.

I laughed, relief warring with the dregs of adrenaline. I wanted to laugh for the rest of my life, or at least the evening. I also had a terrible urge to hug Awen, so I ambled over to her on shaky legs. “It’s dead?” I asked.

The wyvern’s unmoving head seemed to suggest as much, so did the wooden Wand of Cure Hysteria jutting out of its forehead.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Congratulations, you have defeated Dungeon Boss: The Stained Wyvern of Mirrored Paths level 11! For defeating an enemy above your level, bonus exp is gained! For defeating a Dungeon boss, bonus exp is gained! Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

“Haha! We did it!”

“Awa,” Awen said.

I glomped her. “You did it! I thought I was a goner there!”

“Awa!” Awen said. She blinked at me, then carefully wrapped her arms around mine and placed her head in the crook of my neck. The poor thing, she must have been terrified at the end there, so I hugged her extra hard to make up for it.


Dungeon Cleared!


All adversaries with The Path of Endless Reflections Defeated.

All Bosses Defeated

Broccoli Bunch, Cinnamon bun, level 8 is awarded the Glass Cannon class.

All class slots filled.


 Replace current class with Glass Cannon?


 Replacing your current class will reset your level to 0.


I laughed and squeezed Awen one last time before stepping back.

Amaryllis walked over to us just as the Wyvern started to break apart and fade away. Her eyes were glossed over a little. “Well, we survived,” she said. “The experience hasn’t… ah, there we are.”


Bing Bong! Congratulations, your Cinnamon Bun class has reached level 9!


Stamina +5


Flexibility +5


You have gained: One Class Skill Point


“Oh! I levelled up!” I said.

Amaryllis nodded, then she gave us a brilliant smile. “As did I.”

“Awa, me, me too. I’m… level ten. Whaa, I didn’t think I would reach this level for a long time.” She stared down at her hands, then a magnificent smile spread across her lips. A smile so big and wide it made her cheeks pinch and her eyes crinkle at the corners. “Thank you, Broccoli!” she said before crashing into me for a big hug.

“Hey, no problem!” I said. “You saved my behind back there, you know!”

Awen pulled her head back a little, her arms still wrapped around mine. “S-still, th-thank you!” she said. Then she pecked me on the cheek before pulling back with a red-faced ‘awa.’

I smiled right back. “Cool! Does this mean you both have class evolutions?” I asked.

“I suppose it does,” Amaryllis said. Her eyes were unfocused as she stared at what was probably her own version of Mister Menu. “I have some of the standard evolutionary paths available. Ah, and I’ve unlocked more general skill slots, of course.”

“Sweet! Do you know what you’ll take?” I wondered. I looked around for a place to sit down and relax a little, now that the fight was over.

“I thought I did, but some of these options are… intriguing. We’ll have to see. I’m not in any hurry.”

“Ah, I… I have one that’s strange,” Awen said. “I… think I might take it.”

“I’m sure you’ll pick the right thing,” I said as I basked in the combined glow of levelling up, of beating a tough fight, and of having awesome friends. Today was a good day.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Cleanup

The girls were busy staring off into empty air with vacant expressions. I wondered if I looked as dumb while looking at Mister Menu. I would ask, but Amaryllis would just tell me that I looked dumb regardless, and Awen was too sweet to tell the truth if it might hurt my feelings. “I’m gonna look for my stuff,” I said.

I had to find my backpack, what was left of my spade, and my knife. The latter had disappeared at some point during the fight with the wyvern but I couldn’t remember when.

Walking around the pillars was a little strange when there wasn’t a big dragon-like monster waiting to chow on me. It gave me more time to stare at all the pretty ways the light bounced off of the glass and sent little rainbows all over.

I found my knife first. There was a chip in the blade, but it was probably still serviceable. Then I found my spade.

Sighing, I picked up the bent metal head by the half-dozen centimeters of handle still stuck to it. It was rather finished. I rubbed a thumb over the J embossed on its surface. It had served me well. Maybe I could get someone to repair it?

Then I wandered over to the entrance and found my backpack unceremoniously dumped to the side. Orange was guarding it. Or maybe she was using it as a pillow. It was hard to tell when the spirit cat was slumped on her side over the sack, her sides moving up and down with gentle breathing.

I stared at her for a moment. Had she gotten bigger?

“Heya Orange,” I said as I wrapped my hands around her waist and lifted her up. Her body slinked down like the liquid it was. “You are getting bigger!” I declared.

Orange stared at me, her little legs sticking out ahead of her like someone who had just watched Thriller and was doing the zombie dance. Or maybe someone that wanted a hug?

I pressed her against my chest until she started clawing and squirming.

Setting the kitty down with a giggle, I picked up my backpack, tossed my spade into it, then shrugged it on. “Let’s go see the others,” I said.

I skipped back in time to find Amaryllis staring at her talons which were sparking with magic. She had a strange look on her face, a cross between curiosity and smugness. “Ah, you’re back,” she said.

Awen smiled wide at me. “I have a new class!” she said. “T-two of them.”

“Two of them?” I wondered.

She nodded. “I reached level ten. Um. I decided to take the Glass Cannon class as my second. It seems nice!”

“Oh,” I said. “I can have that one too, right?” I asked.

Amaryllis nodded. “It should be available for you once you hit your tenth level, yes. I’m going to wait until we reach the Palace of Strings. Glass Cannon doesn’t seem like a class that will mesh well with my current, evolved class.”

“Oh, so what are your new classes?” I asked. It was really easy to get swept up in the excitement. It was like learning that your friends had gotten cool new toys.

“Awa, I’m a Wyrmgineer now,” Awen said with obvious pride. “I, I never heard of the class, but it’s an offshoot of Mechanic. I… the description for it is not very precise, but it sounds strong.”

“Anything with something draconic in its title will probably be formidable,” Amaryllis said. “Did it change any of your skills?”

I blinked. “Skills change when your class evolves?”

Amaryllis nodded. “Sometimes.”

“Awa, my Book Smart skill changed to Bookwyrm. Ah, the description used to be about it helping me read and remember things I read, but now it, ah, lets me sniff out the value of books? And… If I sleep on a pile of books I absorb some of the knowledge?”

Amaryllis tilted her head to the side. “I’ll admit, I’m not sure if that’s an improvement or not.”

Awen shrugged.

“I have some books you can, ah, sleep on,” I said. That was a bit strange, but maybe it would come in handy? “What about you, Amaryllis?”

Amaryllis’ chest puffed out and she placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve unlocked the exceptionally rare Thundere class.”

My teeth clacked as I shut my mouth, tightened my jaw, and tried hard not to laugh.

My eyes must have betrayed me because Amaryllis glared right back at me. “What are you smiling about, you idiot?”

A snort escaped and I slapped a hand over my mouth to keep it in. “Nothing!” I lied.

“You moron. You have no idea how rare that class is. It lets me branch out into more offensive spells. My Thunder Clap skill, which was mostly a sound based distraction and stun, has turned to Thunder Slap, and Electro Stimulus has turned to Electro-Couragement.”

I giggled.

Amaryllis snapped her talons together and a tiny spark zapped me in the forehead.

“Oww!” I complained as I rubbed the spot in the middle of my head she had buzzed. It didn’t hurt much more than licking a battery did, but it was still very rude.

“Serves you right for being such a fool,” Amaryllis said. She brushed her wings off and nodded to herself. “If we’re all done looking at our numbers going up, I think we should get going.”

I pouted, but she was essentially right. “Yeah. Did the Wyvern drop any loot?”

“Awa, I didn’t look,” Awen said.

We started heading towards the middle of the room, taking our time as we went to scour the ground for anything valuable. Personally I was looking for a replacement to my spade.

Instead, we found a pair of goggles.

Awen held them up by their leather straps and looked into the mirrored glass eyepieces.

Enchanted Prismatic Goggles of Magic Seeing, of rare quality, new.

“Now those are nice,” Amaryllis said as she gestured for the goggles. Awen handed them over without protest.

The harpy slid them on and looked around, then she frowned a bit before a grin crossed her features. “Ah, you need to push mana into them. It’s not a passive enchantment.”

“What’s it do?” I asked.

She took them off and handed them over instead of answering.

Holding the goggles to my face, I stared at… a completely normal world. There wasn’t any difference from looking around normally. Then I pushed a bit of mana into the goggles. Amaryllis and Awen both started glowing, most of all, some of their equipment started to glow. Amaryllis’ ring and dagger especially, each with a swirl of different colours I couldn’t guess at.

Pushing some mana into my hand made it glow too, not that it didn’t already glow a bit.

“Neat,” I said. “I guess this one is for Amaryllis, she’s our caster.”

“I wouldn’t say no to it,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa, I got a crossbow and a knife. I think Amaryllis should have it too.”

My harpy friend slid the goggles on, then let them fall to rest around her neck. “Well, let’s get out of this place.”

I nodded, then remembered why we were here in the first place.


Pruning the Evil


You have heard of the location of a corrupted dungeon. Explore it, find any signs of great Evil. Eradicate them!


We hadn’t seen any signs of evil, great or otherwise. But, if this dungeon was anything like the Wonderland dungeon in Threewells, then there was a good chance that the trouble would be centred around the dungeon’s core. “We need to find the access thing to the dungeon core,” I said.

Amaryllis stopped and eyed me. “Broccoli, it’s… kind of a faux-pas to enter a dungeon’s core room.”

I shrugged. “It’s for my quest? And besides, dungeons are made by the world, right?”

“That’s the prevailing theory, yes.”

“And the world gave me a quest to check out this dungeon, yeah?”

She nodded. “That’s fair, I suppose.”

Grinning, I skipped ahead of her and made for the middle of the boss room. Just as in the Wonderland dungeon, there was a circle of pillars here, each one equidistant with an open space in the centre. Two of the pillars had portals floating within them. One showed a hazy image of the outside world. I could see Moon Moon sprawled out on a rock, fast asleep with one leg twitching as if he was chasing something in his dreams. The moon’s light bathed the glassy valley in soft blues and pale whites.

The other portal…

My heart sank.

There was the familiar egg-shaped core, all shiny and glowy atop a glassy plinth. The core room was brightly lit, and quite pretty, with mirrored walls and lacy bits of glass running across the ground. But there were cracks in those walls, the ceiling was warped, and worst of all, a long, tentacle-like root was sticking out of the wall and wrapped around the core.

“Oh no,” I said.

Quest Updated!


Pruning the Evil


You have found an Evil Root. Destroy it to Cleanse the Land!


“That’s strange,” Amaryllis said.

I swallowed. “It’s an Evil Root. My quest updated. It wants me to destroy it.”

Amaryllis stared at me. “Seriously? It’s right next to the core.”

“I know,” I said. “Cleaning magic might work on it?”

She frowned. “As long as you don’t so much as scratch the core, I don’t suppose it’s that bad,” she said.

I nodded. “I guess we can try.” I took off my backpack and handed it to Awen who hugged it close. “Watch over my stuff, please?” I asked before stepping up to the portal.

As with the last one, walking through it was as easy as… well, walking through a normal doorway. If it was some sort of teleportation, then it was really smooth.

The core room was suffused with magic. I could feel it in the air, taste it, almost. My affinity for magic had definitely improved since the last time I’d been in a room like that.

The core itself was bright and shiny and it felt… nice? No, not nice. I had the impression that it was pushing off this sense of calm serenity, almost a physical emotion that tinged the air like a perfume. It was a bit strange, but not unpleasant.

The root, on the other hand, looked wrong. There was an indescribable sense that it didn’t belong, that it was in a place it shouldn’t be. The dimensions of it were also… off. One moment it seemed like the sort of thin root that occasionally poked out of the ground, the next it looked as if there was so much weight to it, that it should have been taking up more room than was available in the room. It made my tummy queasy.

I reached out to the root and carefully placed a hand against it.

I had a lot more ranks to my cleaning magic now, and I was stronger besides.

I fired a small burst of cleaning magic into the root. Nothing happened. That was to be expected. My next hit was stronger still. Nothing again.

Frowning, I looked at my stats in a hurry.

Mana 272/115

I focused on my cleaning skill and tried to imagine a sort of… blade of cleaning magic, something that could cut through the root’s defences.

More and more mana poured into a powerful cleaning spell until I was almost running out.

I fired.

A burst of brilliant light shot out of my hand and rammed into the root hard enough to make the room tremble.

Nothing.

“Dang it!”


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Cleaning skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank A costs three (3) Class Skill Points


“Oh,” I said.

Well, Cleaning had been pretty close to ranking up for a while. And I had been saving up my skill points for just that occasion.

Cleaning

Rank A -00%

The ability to Clean. You are exceptionally good at tidying up and washing off. Effectiveness of cleaning is marginally increased. You may now use mana to clean things you see. You are so clean that the world around you shifts to match your cleanliness.

I paused for a moment, wondering what that last bit meant. Did I have an aura of clean now? That was neat. Pun marginally intended.

“How is it going?” Amaryllis asked as she stepped into the room. Her voice was pitched low and almost… reverent. It was very much unlike her self-assured, snobby drawl. Awen followed after her, still hugging my pack close to her chest. She stared around with open-mouth-wonder.

“It’s… going,” I said. “I want to try Clean again. Then maybe we can try cutting at this thing with a knife or something.”

Amaryllis eyed the root with lips that curled up. “That won’t work. The knife idea. That thing, whatever it is, is a mana construct of some sort. It’s going to be fairly resistant to physical blows. More so than magic.”

I hummed. “Well, we can try anyway.”

Raising my hand up, I prepared to give it my all.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Core Values

I sighed and lowered my hand.

Cleaning magic wasn’t cutting it. Amaryllis’ lightning wasn’t doing anything, and ever Awen’s attempt to plant a bolt into the root did nothing more than make us duck as the shot went wild and flew over our heads.

Then the thing I was afraid would happen happened.

Quest Updated!

You have found the Evil Root. You are too weak to Destroy the Evil Root. Break the Core and let the Root Starve.

I eyed the prompt, bit my lip, then sighed. “The quest changed,” I said.

Amaryllis looked at me. “For the better?”

I shook my head.

“Let’s get out of this room if we’re going to talk. Too much mana in your system isn’t good for your health.”

“Alright,” I said before the three of us slipped out of the dungeon’s core room. My mana was still really, really high, so I fired off a burst of cleaning magic to lower it a bit. I could feel my new Rank A cleaning magic’s aura-like ability flick on like a sort of switch. It probably took some mana to maintain, but it was so little that it was almost unnoticeable.

I shook my head and refocused. I was tired. The darkened skies visible in the portal leading outside said that we were deep into the night already. Bedtime had passed a bit ago and the post-victory adrenaline rush had passed.

“My quest updated,” I said. “It wants us to starve the root out.”

Amaryllis eyed me. “How?” she asked.

I had the impression she already knew. “Break the core,” I said.

Awen gasped, hands flying to cover her mouth and her head shaking. “Awa, we, we can’t do that.”

Amaryllis’ reply was calmer, but no less negative. “She’s right. Breaking a core is… it’s not something you do, Broccoli.”

I shrugged. “That’s what the quest’s asking,” I said.

Amaryllis shifted, crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. I didn’t like how uncomfortable my usually fiery friend looked. “I know that where you’re from there probably aren’t any quests. And no dungeons, for that matter, so perhaps you’re missing out on the cultural context here. But to destroy a dungeon’s core, that’s sacrilege. Nearly every religion across every country has the destruction of a core as one of the great marks of great cruelty. All of the greatest villains in the stories are core breakers. You can’t just…” she waved her wings around, trying to express something that her words couldn’t.

“Awa, what do you mean about there not being dungeons where Broccoli is from?” Awen asked.

Amaryllis winced.

She was the sort that wanted that kind of knowledge to stay hidden. Fortunately, I didn’t mind if my friends knew more about me. “I’m a Riftwalker,” I said to Awen.

Awen’s eyes widened and her breath caught. “Awa, really?”

“Yup! I’ve only been here, on Dirt, for a bit less than a month?” I tried to count back the days. “Two weeks? Not quite.”

“And, and you’re already so strong,” Awen said. “You really are incredible.”

“Ah,” I said before waving the comment off. “Stop that, you’ll make me blush. And I’m not incredible, I’m just Broccoli.”

“I, yes, of course,” Awen said.

Amaryllis started walking back and forth. “I… I don’t know what to think here,” she said.

Scoffing, I waved it off. “That’s easy. If I have to make the choice between my friends and a quest, then I’ll always pick my friends.”


Quest Updated!


You have found the Evil Root. You are too weak to Destroy the Evil Root. Break the Core and let the Root Starve.


I brought my head back as Miss Menu showed up right in my face. “Uh,” I said before re-reading the quest. It hadn’t changed at all. “The quest updated without changing.”

“A sort of reminder?” Amaryllis wondered.

I waved off the prompt. “Doesn’t matter. Breaking the core would upset you, so I’m not gonna do it. I think the world can find someone else, right?”


Quest Updated!


You have found the Evil Root. It is a source of great and terrible Evil! You are too weak to Destroy the Evil Root. Break the Core and let the Root Starve. Evil and Terrible things will happen in Evil and Terrible ways if the root remains active!


I read the new prompt. “Uh. Now the quest is really insistent that we break the core.”

I didn’t like the conflicting expressions on Amaryllis’ face. She wasn’t exactly a straight-laced kind of birdgirl, but she did seem really excited, in her own way, about the quest. Not completing it must have bugged her.

“Wh-what do you think, Broccoli?” Awen asked.

“I think that the menu giving me the quest really doesn’t get why I can’t break the root.”


Quest Updated!


Destroy the Root or all life on Dirt is forfeit.


I squinted at the menu. “I don’t want to say I don’t believe you, Miss Menu, but I have the impression you’re exaggerating a little.”


Quest Updated!


Destroy the Root or a statistically significant proportion of all life on Dirt is forfeit.


I crossed my arms. “Well, I guess I could do that, but only if you, uh, offer some concessions. I was a teensy bit miffed last time when I didn’t even get a reward for the quest.”

“Have you finally lost your mind?” Amaryllis asked. “Or was it the over exposure to mana that finally drove you off the edge?”

“I’m talking to the quest box… menu thing.”

Amaryllis and Awen looked at each other. “Okay,” Amaryllis said.

I crossed my arms harder. “It’s not being terribly helpful.”


Quest Updated!


Destroy the Root of Evil and obtain one (1) box of varied loot.


“Nu-huh,” I said. “I’m not into surprise mechanics like that.” The menu shook and shivered in the air. I think it might have been feeling the menu equivalent of frustration. “You know, if my friends had the quest too, I’m pretty sure this wouldn’t be a problem to begin with,” I said.

The quest prompt poofed away.

“Huh. I think I angered Miss Menu,” I said.

“You angered the world,” Amaryllis said. “And here I thought you were more likely to convince it to be your best friend.”

“I was getting to that,” I said. “I’ve never been a planet’s friend before, but I’m willing to try. It’s just, well, Miss Menu was asking a lot without giving anything. That’s not very friendly.”


Quest Updated!


Destroy the Root of Evil.



Reward:
 Continued life on Dirt.


I was considering how to reply to that when both Awen and Amaryllis gasped.

“I, I got a quest,” Amaryllis said. She reached out to gently touch something that I couldn’t see.

“Ah, what’s it say?” I asked.

She swallowed. “It’s asking that I destroy the root of evil. And it rewards me with the right to live on Dirt?”

“Well, that’s just rude all around,” I said. “Honestly, Miss Menu, you should spend some time with Mister Menu. He’s nice.” The Menu shook. “Okay, okay. I was willing to break the root thing anyway, I just didn’t want to do it without my friends, you know?”

The menu reappeared, the same text as before on it.

It menu’d smugly at me.

“Are you okay with us blowing up the dungeon now?” I asked. “I… don’t know what it’ll do to the area, but I guess if the world wants it, it can handle the problems it’ll cause.”

Amaryllis hummed. “A dungeon of this size? It’ll create a ripple in the local mana structures. The ley lines might shift. It’s probably going to slow down the growth of any other dungeon in the area.”

“Ah,” I said. “Maybe that’s why the world wants us to break the core then? It’ll hurt the roots that are spreading around elsewhere.”

“That’s… actually possible,” Amaryllis said.

I shrugged. “Whelp, let’s blow up the dungeon.”

“You’re making me nervous when you say it so casually,” Amaryllis said.

I rubbed at the back of my head where my helmet squished my hair a bit. “Ah, well, been there, done that. We might have to run all the way out of the dungeon while it explodes around us. That is, if we don’t make it back through that portal to the outside in time.”

The harpy pinched the bridge of her nose. “Damnit Broccoli. I’m not in the mood to run through this entire dungeon in reverse.”

“While it’s exploding,” I added.

“Awa, exploding?”

“Um. More like… breaking apart? On a sort of dimensional level, I guess.”

“That’s worse, you moron!”

We spent a few minutes making sure we had all of our stuff packed up and ready to go, then I pointed to the portal leading to the outside with one hand while giving Amaryllis my backpack—and Orange. “You guys stand there and jump out as soon as… actually, you could just leave now. There’s nothing stopping you.”

“And leave you in here?” Amaryllis asked.

Awen shook her head. “Awa, I’ll stay with you Broccoli, until the end.”

I wasn’t sure what I felt, but the weird emotion coalesced into a desire to give out hugs, so I did just that, grabbing my two friends and squishing them close. “I love you guys,” I said.

“Awaaaa.”

“I’ll be right back!” I said before skipping back. Awen was busy blushing, the poor thing, and Amaryllis fussed with her wing feathers. They both stood by the portal leading out, waiting for me to return.

I popped into the dungeon’s core room, took a moment to look around at the strange crystalline walls torn apart by encroaching roots, then I waited for my heart to stop beating so hard.

This was it. The end of another little adventure. Or rather, the end of a side quest to our adventure. There was still plenty more to go. It was a little sad that no other groups of friends would get to have fun in this dungeon like we did. It was the end of a tiny wonder.

I raised a hand, aimed down my index as if holding an invisible pistol, then fired off a tiny ball of cleaning magic.

The ball struck the core, splattered against it, and then magic spread across the surface of the core like water running over smooth stone.

The first crack I noticed was hair-thin and only ran for a few centimeters before stopping. Then a second appeared next to it, and a third.

I spun on my heel and ran out. “Hurry!” I said as I used Jump to shoot past my friends. My hands shot out behind me, catching both of them and yanking them through the portal.

Just as with the portal leading to the dungeon’s core, this one was as easy to cross as an opened doorway, but at the speed I was going, and with the weight of the girls behind me, it was easy to trip and stumble as we crossed.

We flopped onto the sand-covered glass of the valley with three echoed squeaks.

I waited for the explosion.

And waited.

And then I waited some more.

“Get up, idiot, you look the fool cowering on the ground like that,” Amaryllis said.

I poked my head up and looked over to the still-intact entrance to the dungeon. “Huh, I was expecting a—”

A burst of mana so strong it lifted me off the ground and threw me a half dozen meters away, shot out of the dungeon.

I crashed into the ground some ways away and rolled a bit before coming to rest on my back. “That. I was expecting that.”

“What what?” Moon Moon asked. “What happened?”

“The dungeon exploded,” I said.

“That makes sense,” Moon Moon said. He got up, brushed off his shorts, then stared at the hole torn into the valley wall where the dungeon had been. “I’m going back to the Best Pack now.”

“Uh,” I said as I climbed to my feet. “Okay.” I didn’t have to search for long to find my other friends. Amaryllis was getting up, looking extra grumpy, and Awen was trying to untangle herself from her backpack. “Well, that was something,” I said.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Making Friends at the next Level

It was only an hour later, when we had pulled away from the valley and settled into a spot with some sandy grass where we could pitch our tents, that I finally found the energy and will to check on my notifications.

Not that much will. The day’s adventure had taken its toll, and I was weary to the bone… and yet I was also energized? It was probably all that excess mana from the dungeon’s core room. It was supposed to be dangerous, though I didn’t know the details on why and how.

So, I laid back on a blanket, Awen tucked against my side and completely knocked out, Amaryllis on my other side with her head tucked in her armpit with only the occasional ‘choo’ to show that she was alive.

Moon Moon had insisted on staying up all night, and we were too tired to argue against his generosity.

“Alright Mister Menu,” I whispered before letting out a yawn. “Show me what we’ve got.”


Quest Complete!


The world thanks you for your sacrifice!

That made sense. No reward again. Not unless Miss Menu was serious about the living thing. We’d see, I guessed.


Path of Broken Reflections Dungeon Core Destroyed!


You have gained: Four General Skill Points


Just the four? Two more than the Wonderland dungeon. Still, that got me up to six total. I could get a skill up to… Rank B. Or I could get a bunch of general skills to Rank C. That was something.

That was a lot of something. I could imagine that people at higher levels like Abraham had a lot of general skills, and all of them would be stuck at rank D. Suddenly getting five skills to rank C would unlock a whole pile of new abilities.

I yawned.


Quest Updated!


Pruning the Evil


Evil Roots Remain! Dungeons across Dirt are Infected! Destroy them!


And that was still a thing. Meh.

I brought up my skill sheet and ran over it at a glance.
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I was doing pretty good, I figured. I shifted around on my bedroll, pulled Awen closer because she was warm and liked cuddles, shifted the blankets so that they bunched up under my chin. As soon as I closed my eyes the world faded away.

“Wake up moron, the sun’s up.”

“Mmm no.”

Someone huffed. It had to be Amaryllis, she was the best at huffing.

“I will test out my new thunder slap skill on you if you don’t get a move on.”

That was scary, but I had an infallible defence.

I pulled my blanket over my head. Now nothing could hurt me.

The blanket was ripped away. I had to squeeze my eyes super tight so that the brighter light wouldn’t burn them. “Ugh,” I said. “Why?”

“Because we can’t afford to be lazy all day, no matter how much you might wish it to be the contrary.”

I glared up at Amaryllis, and when that didn’t work, I tried pouting.

She snorted. “Nice try. Now get up. Moon Moon is leaving soon to return to his pack. If you don’t say goodbye he might think that you’re no longer his friend.”

“That’s just mean,” I said as I rolled around and climbed onto my feet. “Where’s my skirt? And my armour?” I asked.

Amaryllis gestured to a corner of the tent. “Hurry up,” she said before walking out.

I hurried… sorta. Getting dressed inside a wee little tent was a bunch harder than getting undressed, as it turned out.

A few minutes later I was hopping out of the tent, one shoe on crooked and my pretty blue dress a bit twisted, but that was an easy enough fix.

We had set up the tent on the downwind side of a hill just a little ways from the glass valley where the dungeon had been. We weren’t exactly in a travelling mood the night before, but we also didn’t want to sleep on glass.

“Good morning!” I said with a stretch as I took in my friends all standing around under the still low-in-the-sky sun. The area smelled fresh, like morning dew on the brink of evaporating.

Awen was sitting with her crossbow on her lap and a piece of glass in her hands. She was frowning at the glass until she looked up and greeted me with a big smile. “Hello Broccoli,” she said.

“Yes yes, hello,” Moon Moon said. The droll was chewing on a strip of dried meat. “You sleep loud.”

“Ah, well… thanks,” I said. “Do we have breakfast?” I wondered as I shifted my gear on straight.

“I’m afraid not,” Amaryllis said. “We can’t start a fire, not unless we sustain it magically and that’s a hassle. Want to prepare some of your tea while I tear down the tent?”

“Sure!” I said.

The next few minutes were frantically calm. We weren’t doing anything too special, but there was a sense that we had to hurry along. It was a weird feeling.

“So, Moon Moon,” I started while filling my teapot with some of the last of our water. “You’re heading out?”

“Yep yep,” Moon Moon said. “Got to get back to the pack, tell them the stuff that happened.”

“Ah, you’ll tell them the dungeon was destroyed?”

The droll nodded. “Yes. Very sad. But it’s okay. Another dungeon will come. Maybe an easier one.”

“That’s a nice attitude to have,” I said. “It’s too bad about the roots. Ah. I should explain those.”

“Don’t bother,” Amaryllis said. “I’ve been over it. He knows to try and destroy any roots, and he’ll tell the other drolls about it.”

“I will!” Moon Moon said.

Once the tent was packed up and Amaryllis whisked it away into her ring, we sat on the side of the hill and had some tea with a bit of hardtack. Nothing too fancy, but it was filling nonetheless.

Then it was time to part ways. “You were fun to have around Moon Moon,” I said.

The droll’s tail waggled behind him. “Yes yes, thank you. You were good too, Broccoli who doesn’t smell like broccoli. You too, chicken one and…” he sniffed the air. “One who smells like broccoli.”

I grabbed Moon Moon in a big hug and squeezed him tight. “We’ll see each other again one day, alright?” I asked.

“Yes yes! If you get tired of human things, you can join the best pack with your mate and your bird friend,” Moon Moon said.

Amaryllis snorted. But she did say her goodbyes too.

We all waved as the droll trotted off into the sunrise. And then it was our turn to get going. “So, northwest?” I wondered.

“Awa, I think straight north might be best. We’ll move away from the desert,” Awen said.

I eyed her from the corner of my eye, she sounded a bit more confident than she had just a few days ago. “If you say so!” I said before I began to march north-wards.

We were in a fantastic mood, the trials last night being over and the sun shining bright and pretty in a sky that was dotted with big fluffy clouds made the whole world feel light.

Amaryllis and Awen talked about their general skill points, but wondering where they would spend theirs. As I’d kinda guessed, having any amount of those was sort of a big deal .

“What did your Book Smart skill do at its one-point rank?” Amaryllis asked.

“Awa, it allowed me to use mana while reading to perfectly memorize a book. It’s very handy.”

“Hrm,” Amaryllis hummed. “That does sound useful. Not sure if it’s worth the point. Observe is also tempting. Unfortunately my other general skills are all utilitarian. I don’t think Accounting will come in handy with an additional skill point in it. And now that my class has evolved I have five empty general skill slots.”

“I, I don’t have any good General Skills,” Awen said. “Um. Instrumentalist, maybe?”

“That might apply to using things like that bow of yours, actually,” Amaryllis said. “Maybe you should wait until you have unlocked more skills before spending your own points. It’s not as though we’re in any great hurry.”

“R-right.”

For all that Amaryllis claimed not to be in a hurry, she could certainly talk a whole lot about how best to spend the points she didn’t want to spend yet.

“I’m going to put one point into Friendmaking,” I said.

Amaryllis paused and tilted her head to the side. “I… suppose that isn’t an awful idea.”

“It might come in handy soon too,” I said as I pointed out ahead of us.

Way, way off in the distance were a bunch of people. They would have been impossible to spot were it not for their yellow and black clothes that made them stand out on the green and blue horizon. They were far enough away that it would take a while to get to them though.

Amaryllis squinted ahead, then brought her new goggles up to her eyes. “Can’t Observe them properly from this far away.”

I shrugged and opened Mister Menu with a flourish. My Friendmaking skill was maxed out, so…


Congratulations! Friendmaking is now Rank C!


Friendmaking

Rank C - 00%

The ability to make friends. As you practice this skill your ability to make friends will improve. You are now able to see what people desire in a friend, their dreams and hopes for the future!


“Ohh,” I said. “Neat! I can see what people want now.”

Amaryllis nodded. “Knowing what someone wants is the first step into getting them to do what you want.”

“And it’s one of the best ways to make them become your friend,” I added.

“Sure.”

I grin at Amaryllis. “I’m gonna use it on you, alright?”

“Go ahead,” Amaryllis said.

I focused on her, then pouted as nothing happened. Maybe it was like insight? “Friendmaking?” Nothing. “What are your dreams?” Nada. “Hi! Wanna be friends?”

Amaryllis Albatross

Desired Quality: Someone who will validate her

Dream: To have her family and clan be proud of her

“Aww,” I said before glomping Amaryllis. “I’d validate you anytime!” I said.

“Get off me, you dumb brute!” Amaryllis squawked.

“Not until you know how much you matter to me!” I shouted right back.

She started buzzing and tickling me with little electrical shocks. I giggled and let go, my arms and sides tingling with fuzzy electrical energy, like rolling on a carpet while wearing a thick wool sweater.

I turned to Awen next, and her face instantly went red. “Awa, if, if you want to do me, that’s… it’s okay,” she said.

“Awesome! So, do you wanna be my friend?”

Awen Bristlecone

Desired Quality: Taller than self. Female. Slightly older than self. Green eyes. Brown hair. Friendly. Adventurous. Outgoing. Cool. Cute.

Dream: To spend the rest of her life in the company of Broccoli Bunch

I stared for a bit, my tummy roiling and tears stinging the corners of my eyes. I didn’t glomp Awen. But I did pull her into a big, very tight hug. “Thanks Awen,” I said.

“Awa?”

“I’ll be your friend forever, okay?” I said. “And when I’m older, and I’m living in a cute house with my cute husband, and my two cute kids and my cute pets, you can live in the house next to mine, and we can chat and talk and be together until we’re super old, okay?”

“Awa…”

“Guys, as amusing as Broccoli’s idiocy is to see, I think your attention would be better directed ahead of us,” Amaryllis said.

I turned and blinked. The yellow-black people were closer, close enough that we could see them.

Though calling them people was maybe a misnomer.

Giant horse-sized bees were not usually ‘people.’


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Buzzy Bee Boogie

“We could go around them,” Amaryllis said. “Awen, what do you know about large bees?”

“Awa, they’re not usually a problem. Um. They’ll fight if you approach their hive, but they usually mind their own business.”

“Do they talk?” I asked.

The bee people… Beeple, were big ladies. They stood on four legs, their big bee behind sticking out behind them under a pair of translucent wings. Their faces were a little creepy, with big old mandibles and big black eyes that bulged out a bit, but they seemed nice.

Their body was covered in fine, fuzzy fur-like stuff, all in black and bright yellows. And they were more… inoffensively fat than scarily big. Like a favourite auntie instead of a bodybuilder.

All three of them were bending over little patches of flowers, poking at them with something that I couldn’t see from afar, and then dropping stuff into the satchels hanging by their sides.

“Awa, no, I don’t think so.”

“Right, we’ll just circle around desert-wise. I don’t think the environment there would be hospitable to them,” Amaryllis said.

“I’m going to go say hi,” I said as I started walking.

“You moron!” Amaryllis said. She jogged to catch up to me. “What if they turn hostile?”

“Then we run,” I said. “But I’m sure we can… beecome friends.”

“… I hate you,” Amaryllis said.

I laughed and started skipping. Skipping was the best way to tell someone just by walking that you didn’t intend any harm. “No you don’t!” I sing-songed.

Looking ahead, I saw the beeple look up and then stare at each other. They started to approach us, their little wings beating at the air and completely failing to do much more than raise their butts a little.

“Insight,” I said as I hopped to a stop some two dozen meters away.

A busy big bee Worker Bee, level 10.

I could see level tens now! Neat! My Insight skill must have been relying on my actual level to some degree. All three of the bees gave me the same result when I checked them out with Insight. Maybe that was normal for bees. They were meant to be a sort of hive people from what I could remember.

The bee in the lead stepped up in front of her sister bees. She shook her bottom, slid into a quick Lindy Hop to one side, then fox trotted back to the middle, her four legs swinging this way and that. “Hey there loves, what are you doing in this neck of the woods?” she boogied.

I opened my mouth to reply, then choked. I… I wasn’t meant to talk to the bees. Something told me that I had to… move? It was weird, a sort of knowledge on how to shake and sing and disco what I wanted to say.

“Watch over my backpack,” I said to the girls as I took off my pack. I gave it to Awen, then poured Orange out of my bandoleer and handed the kitty to Amaryllis.

“What are you doing?” Amaryllis said.

“I’m going to talk to the nice bee people,” I said.

I took two quick steps towards the bee girls, then stopped when I saw them flinching back a little. I smiled on account of smiling never being a bad thing, then I let the weird instinct guide me.

“Hello bee people,” I bunny hopped. “My name is Broccoli Bunch,” I charlestoned to the side. “Let’s be friends,” I ended with some disco flair.

The bees stared.

My friends stared.

Orange tucked herself into Amaryllis chest and went to sleep.

“Awa, what are you doing?” Awen asked.

“They talk by moving,” I said. “It’s really neat!”

The bee in the lead buzzed her wings, then started to waggle talk in what looked to me like a real excited voice. She hopped forwards on all four legs, her little arms waving around into a tight mambo step that turned into a butt-wiggling salsa.

“Girl, you have got one weird accent. Pleasure to meet you though. Most two legged folk don’t bother to even waggle hello these days. I swear. I’m Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two. These are my sisters, Daisy Six-of-Twelve and Marguerite Five-of-Thirty.”

I clapped my hands, a huge grin spreading across my face before I translated for the others in a hurry.

My reply came in the form of a bit of krumping that turned into a robot dance midway through.

“Pleased to meet you all! I’m Broccoli, these are my best friends, Amaryllis and Awen and Orange!”

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two Harlem shook a reply. “So what are you fine folk doing out in these fields over here? And are you the Broccoli that’s got all those dryads up in a tizzy?”

“We’re just crossing over to a place called Rosenbell,” I jitterbugged. “And you heard about me? From some dryads?”

“We sure have.”

“The only dryad I ever met was Oak in the Darkwoods.”

“That’s the one, girl,” Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two jived. “If you’re heading over to that human place, then we can show you a faster way than walking.”

“Oh?” I flexed. “How? That would be really nice.”

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two square-danced my comment away. “Nice girl like you. No one will mind if you use the hiveways just for a bit. We can talk pollen on the way.”

“I don’t know much about pollen,” I twisted back. “But I do love flowers!”

“What in the world are you doing?” Amaryllis asked, her patience finally at an end.

I stood a little taller, panting just a bit from all the weird contortions and bouncing I had to do. “Talking to Henrilock and her sisters here. They have a way to get to Rosenbell faster than by walking,” I said. I had never really appreciated being able to just… talk before. It was way less tiring.

“That… would be acceptable. Depending on what this method is.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Something about a hiveway? It’s kind of hard to understand everything with the whole dancing language.”

Amaryllis shook her head. “I don’t know if I trust them,” she said.

I looked over to the big bee girls and tilted my head. “They seem friendly enough. Let me ask them something real quick.”

The bee girls didn’t seem to mind me talking to my friends at all. In fact, I had the impression that few things really bothered them.

“Hey, I was wondering, would you like to be friends?” I cha cha’d real smooth.

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two

Desired Quality: Friendly, likes flowers and honey

Dream: To find lots of pollen for the hive

“Girl, you should know that we’re always down for being friends,” Henrihock danced.

I smiled and turned to my friends. “They seem really nice,” I said. “I’d follow them.”

“Awa, we can try?” Awen said.

Amaryllis shook her head and buried it in her talons. “Fine. But if this turns into some sort of disaster, I’m blaming you, Broccoli.”

I turned to the bees and waggled our approval, and how grateful we were.

A moment later I was distracted when a screen popped up before me.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Dance skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank E is a free rank!


Grinning, I accepted the rank up and then jumped when I saw the bee girls moving off ahead of us.

I took my backpack back from Awen and ran after the bees, the girls following after me with only a few complaints from Amaryllis.

The bee girls lead us across open plains and down a few valleys, sometimes dance-walking to compliment a particularly flowery bush, or to warn of a bad scent in the air. I skipped ahead of them and sniffed at some of the flowers that looked extra sniffable, but I mostly stayed close.

The sun was still only approaching its zenith when the bee girls pointed ahead to a sort of little hillock with a big old hexagonal hole cut into its side. Another big bee was standing there, wearing beige-yellow armour around her fuzzy body and carrying a long spear by her side.

The girls accompanying us and the guard danced back and forth a little, the moves so fast and fluid that I had a hard time following.

“What’s going on?” Amaryllis asked.

“They’re asking for permission to let us in, I think,” I said.

Amaryllis relaxed a little. “Good.”

“Good?” I repeated.

“Yes. If we had been let in easily, then the likelihood that it was a trap would increase. It being difficult means that they don’t usually have guests. Or it could be a double bluff to lure us into a false sense of security.”

I looked at the conversation and then shrugged. “I think the guard is mostly worried we might bring bugs in with us.”

Soon we were let into the tunnel, and I found myself gasping as I looked out and down a passageway that seemed to stretch on forever.

“What is this place?” I turkey trotted with some difficulty. The tighter corridor made swinging my legs just-so a bit hard.

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two wiggled in laughter. “This is the hiveway. We’re big girls, if you know what I mean. Can’t be picking pollen from the same flowers all day or we’ll go hungry. So we spread out across the whole valley.”

“Awesome,” I whispered.

The bee girls led us into the passage a little ways until we arrived in a sort of little hangar with some carts off to the side. There were two tracks running down into the depths of the tunnel, both illuminated by glowing honeycomb-like things hanging from the rocky ceiling.

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two ushered us into a little cart, then she and her sisters started to beat their wings so hard that I squeaked and had to slap my hat back on.

Wings too weak to lift the big bees off the ground, were more than enough to give the cart some serious thrust.

Soon we were barrelling down the tunnel so fast that the lights above flashed by faster than I could blink and cast us all in glowing oranges that waxed and waned along with my drumming heartbeat.

“Awa!” Awen cheered. “We’re so fast!”

Ahead of us, the tunnel opened up a bit to one side, and I gripped the edge of the cart so that I could see what was coming better.

Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two stopped beating her wings and turned to face us. The electric boogaloo she danced was a bit tight, but I understood it all the same.

“We’re gonna cross one of the artisanal halls where our sisters make things. Wiggle your hellos!” she said.

I gasped as the tunnel opened up and we started to cross a long bridge over a sea of little stations, each one manned by a busy bee fast at work making all sorts of things. More than one looked up in curiosity as we rocketted past.

“Say hi!” I told the girls.

“H-how?” Awen asked.

“Like this,” I said as I stood up and wiggled my booty over the edge of the cart for a friendly hello.

“Awa, I think, I think I’ll just wave,” Awen said.

I stared down at all the workers and noticed that they were all making neat things, but instead of working like in a factory, each one was working on an entire piece individually. Each one was working in their own little hexagonal cubicle—was it a cubicle if it wasn’t cube-shaped?—and seemed focused on the task before them.

I saw pouches being made, and jars being glazed in little kilns and all sorts of weapons being lovingly crafted by a hive of workers.

“So cool,” I said.

I danced a bit with Henrihock Four-of-Seventy-Two, asking her why they didn’t just use an assembly line for most things. Then we had a marvelous conversation about what an assembly line is.

It passed the time until we arrived at our destination.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Dance Dance Beevolution

“So,” I waggled as we climbed off the cart. It had taken a couple of hours to travel across the entire hive, crossing junctions and tunnels and all sorts of strange underground caverns along the way. It was surprising just how extensive the hive was. “You girls like flowers, huh?”

“Ooo, girl, you have got no idea how much we love flowers.” Henrihock wiggled back. “Can’t farm them inside the hive, so we sniff them out. We make the best honey.”

“So cool,” I said out loud. I shifted my hips and started to dance a reply back. “How do you find all your flowers? We have a mission to find all the best flowers in the region.”

Henrihock made jazz-hands. “We have maps. Here, I’m sure Queen Bee wouldn’t mind.” The big bee reached into her little satchel and pulled out a small square-folded map that she gave to me.

“Whaa,” I said as I looked over a detailed chart of the region, complete with marks for the entrances to the hive ways and little scribbles that showed where different sorts of flowers were. It was made of a strange, waxy sort of paper, like the mache that normal beehives were made of. “Thank you!” I jigged.

I was still poring over the map, Amaryllis snooping over my shoulder, when we exited the hive ways and found ourselves in a little forest. There were plenty of trees around, though there was some room between each, and lots of bushes and fallen branches made the area look hard to travel.

Henrihock spun around, wings beating so hard it made the air thrum. “Here we are, love. If you keep on moving that way for a little while you’ll find that human hive you’re looking for.”

I grinned from ear to ear and jumped over to Henrihock to give her a big hug. She was just as fuzzy as she looked. “Thank you,” I twerked, tears in my eyes. “You were the best bees I’ve ever met.”

The other bee girls thrummed their wings too. They looked a little jealous of the attention Henrihock had received, so I gave them hugs too.

“Stay safe love, don’t let them nasty wood bears go after you, you hear?” Henrihock waggled.

“I won’t,” I ballet’ed sadly. “Thank you again!”

We were waved off, Amaryllis taking the lead to push through the underbrush in a mostly northwestern-ish heading.

“Awa,” Awen said. “That was… interesting.”

Amaryllis sighed and crossed her arms. “It was acceptable,” she said.

I stared at the back of her head for a bit, then hummed. “Why are you in a bad mood? We got to make friends and have fun.”

“I’m not in a bad mood,” Amaryllis said like someone who was in a bad mood. I think she might have sensed that I was staring because she grumbled something. “I just felt rather… useless back there.”

“But nothing bad happened,” I said. “I guess your best skills didn’t come into play. There was nothing to zap, and no one to be condescending to, not unless you learned how to dance-talk a little.”

“I refuse to learn how to speak such a primitive… language.”

I felt a smile tugging at my lips, but suppressed it for the moment. “That’s fair. Don’t worry, I’m sure the next bit of our adventure will have plenty of things that you can zap into submission.”

“Harrumph,” Amaryllis harrumphed.

“What about you, Awen? Did you feel useless? I don’t want my friends to feel like third wheels, it’s not nice.”

“Awa, no, no more than usual,” Awen said.

I pulled Awen into a side hug for a bit before I had to let go on account of the terrain. “So! Do you have any clue where we are?” I asked.

“Yes,” Amaryllis said. “More or less.” She pointed through the woods and to the southwest. “The desert is over there. The mountains behind us are a little bit further, and the ground is sloping up. If I had to guess, which I do, I think we’re nearing the cliffs that lead up to Rosenbell. We’re half a day’s walk from the city.”

“Half a day? So we skipped two days of travel time with the bee girls?”

“Just about,” Amaryllis said. “Two days that we could have used to sharpen any new skills.”

“We could still do that a little,” I said. A look to the sky showed that the sun was well past its zenith and was on its way to rest by the horizon. “We can set up camp a little early, then get up early tomorrow before heading to Rosenbell.”

“That… might not be a terrible idea,” Amaryllis admitted. “I need to see how my new skills function, Awen needs to start down the path of learning some glass magic and you… well, you’re still far behind the curve with your own skills, I suspect. A few hours of training wouldn’t go amiss.”

“Ah,” I said. I was beginning to regret my own suggestion. “Well, okay.”

We continued for just a little bit before Amaryllis stumbled and came to a stop. She brought her talons up and stared at them.

“You okay?” I asked.

“My ring just slipped out of range,” she said.

“Uh. Range from what?”

“The bank,” she said. “The ring’s beacon system can only reach so far. We’ve passed its maximum range. We’ll have to go back a bit. I’ll need to pull some equipment, and some gold.”

I looked to the skies again, it was still bright and blue above, but there were hints that it was approaching night. “Right, let’s find a nice spot to make camp that’s in your ring’s range.”

We started to search for an area, all the while aiming northwards a little bit. It was Awen who pointed out a cliff that poked out above the woods. It had a nice little rocky clearing at the top that, once we climbed to the top, afforded us a sweeping view of the region.

Awen volunteered to pick up branches and such while Amaryllis plopped herself down on a rock and started writing notes to send through her ring. I dropped my pack and decided to help Awen find some wood and the like.

Soon we had a big pile of branches all stacked up to one side and we moved some rocks around to clear room for the tent and a little fire pit. I pulled out some food and started cooking with a bit of magical help from Awen who knew a fire starting spell.

My tummy had been quick to remind me that breakfast had been a long while ago and lunch had never been.

Beans cooked in a little pot, some strips of salty meat, and some bread. Not the food of kings, or even anything that could be compared to the food at most of the inns I’d been in, but it was filling enough.

“Right,” Amaryllis said as she set a backpack of her own off to the side. She had a few things packed away in there that seemed handy. “I need to see how my new Thunder Slap skill works compared to Thunder Clap.”

“Awa, I, I think I can work on some, um, glass magic? It’s supposed to be part of my new class’s skills, I hope.”

“What’s glass magic like?” I asked. “I mean, we kind of saw a bunch of it in the dungeon, but still.”

“I’m not too sure, but, but I hope I can make things with it. Um. Small glass constructs would be very nice.” She lugged her crossbow over and onto her lap, then pulled a bolt out of it. “See?”

I looked at the arrow, the tip was made of a piece of glass… so was the shaft and even the fletching. “Huh,” I said. “That’s nasty.”

“I want to be able to make these out of magic.”

“Can you make stuff out of magic? Permanent things, I mean?” I asked.

Amaryllis hummed. “More or less. The cost is far, far greater, exorbitantly so. Turning something from one material to another is a lot cheaper mana-and-effort wise. Awen here could start with some sand.”

“Awa, I thought of that!” Awen said. She reached into her backpack and pulled out a small purse that was filed with glassy sand. “I, ah, took some from the valley with the dungeon.”

“Then start there,” Amaryllis said. “Imbue it with your mana while turning your mana into glass aspect. Then try to sculpt the sand into something simple. A ball, perhaps?”

“I think I can do that,” Awen said.

I tapped my chin, then dove into my backpack until I found my copy of A Guide to Manipulating the Essence that was tucked at the bottom of all my other stuff. The book had taken a bit of a beating at the bottom of my pack, but it was still fine.

I skimmed ahead, looking for anything about mana sculpting and the like. There was an entire chapter about it towards the end of the book, but the instructions looked like they built off of a bunch of previous lessons and I couldn’t really get it.

“Here,” I told Awen as I handed her the book opened to what I hoped was the right page. “That might help.”

“Awa! Thank you!”

Awen set the book on her lap and started reading it while a small glowing ball of magic formed in her hands and started to slowly shift colours. Awen might not have gotten all that many opportunities to work with her original class, but I couldn’t imagine her not receiving plenty of training in the use of basic magics.

I was almost envious… okay, I was definitely envious.

But that just meant that I had to practice more myself! “Amaryllis! I need to get even better at magic. Teach me!”

Amaryllis sighed and made a back-up sort of gesture. “Go over there and start practicing your manakinesis. Try to figure out an aspect other than cleaning while you’re at it.”

“Um. Like fire?” I asked.

“That’s… a possibility. Perhaps water aspect. Hitting a foe with cleaning magic does very little. Water aspect can at least impart some physical force at higher concentrations.” She grinned. “Also, you’re less likely to light the forest aflame.”

“Alright!” I said before bouncing down the hill a little. There was a particularly large rock with a nice flat top to one side, maybe a meter and a half across and nearly even. I hopped onto it, made sure it was stable, then paused as I realized that I wasn’t actually sure how to start.

Pushing mana out of my body along with motions seemed to trigger physical manakinesis, at least a little, so I started with that. Smooth twirls that had cleaning magic flowing after my hands like streamers, kicks that fired off weak blasts, and finally little punches that sent balls of cleaning magic racing ahead.

That was fairly easy, and it felt right. But switching from cleaning magic to something else would be tricky, an entire level of difficulty added atop of what I could already do.

I grinned. I had never really been the sort of girl to chase after challenges like that, but it was a whole lot of fun to play with new magics.

An hour or so passed with me focused on a pool of my own magic while I tried to think watery thoughts. When I would start to grow tired I’d try some new things. Kicking with bursts of magic felt right, so did firing a blast of cleaning magic on a jump.

In the end, just as the sun finally set and the only light around was our little campfire, I was rewarded with not one, but two new prompts from Mister Menu.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Physical Manakinesis skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank E is a free rank!


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Dancing skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank D is a free rank!


“Oi, moron! Come back over here or I’m giving you middle watch!” Amaryllis called over.

“Coming!” I said.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Dungeon Known As…

“No,” Amaryllis said.

I looked away from the city ahead of us and towards my birdy friend who was standing, wings crossed, right next to me. “No what?” I asked.

“No, we can’t afford to have you run around the whole town acting like a country bumpkin,” she said. “There are a few things we need to do, then it’s straight to the dungeon with us.”

“Boo!” I said. “You’re no fun.”

“I’m responsible,” Amaryllis said.

“And that makes you no fun. It’s a good thing you’re one of my best friends or I’d call you boring.”

Amaryllis, being the mean and clever bird she was, waited until I was looking back towards Rosenbell before wapping me with a wing. “Idiot.”

I laughed and ran ahead of her and towards the long line of people entering the city.

I wasn’t actually sure if Rosenbell qualified as a city. It was a little on the small side, even compared to Port Royal and Greenshade, but it was way, way bigger than a place like Threewells. A town, maybe?

The walls around the town were tall and bright, made of white-beige stones set one atop the other. Huge banners hung from the sides, with symbols of wolves and bears and tridents done up in bright colours.

We arrived at the back of the line of people entering the city, and I couldn’t help but grin. The air smelled like a fair.

Young men and women in bright clothes were making their way down the lines, selling popcorn and drinks that they cooled down with big bursts of icy magic that left lines of fog in the air high above them.

A little group of musicians, just a couple of boys with some flutes, tambourines and one lute, were playing a little tune that carried all the way over to the end of the line.

“Is this place always like this?” I asked.

“Awa, no,” Awen said as she huffed and puffed and caught her breath from jogging after me. “No, there’s a big festival here every year. Um. Some people from Mattergrove, the Endless Swells, and Cinderrun all come over to participate. Ah, and there are some Ostri people.”

She pointed to a man a few placed ahead of us in the line. He was one of those tall fellows that I had seen in Juliette’s inn. All lanky and long-limbed, covered in beige and pale-yellow cloth that made him… her—them—look a lot skinnier. He noticed Awen pointing and nodded to us in a way that looked friendly.

“Cool,” I said. “What’s it a festival of?”

“It’s the festival of, um, Rose’s Bell.” Awen gestured to the back of the town where I could just make out a church-like tower with an open roof on which a large bell sat. “I don’t really know all the history,” Awen said. She sounded a little apologetic about that.

“That’s okay! More for us to learn!”

“World save us,” Amaryllis muttered. “How are you so energetic this morning?”

“I’m excited!” I cheered.

A few people down the line ahead of us laughed and I saw more than one give me fond looks. I decided that maybe I could be a little less excited.

I bounced on my feet as more and more people were let into the town and the line dwindled ahead. There were caravans and carts and such pulling up behind us, and hikers who were coming to town with big backpacks full of stuff too.

I gawked without shame. The people, most of them human, wore all sorts of strange outfits. From things I would have expected in a medieval society, to costumes made entirely of thick scarves, to leather and plate armours.

Finally our time at the front gate arrived and we were greeted by a nice older guardsman flanked by a much younger female guardswoman. “Welcome to Rosenbell, ladies,” he said. “I’ll be using an ability on all three of you in a moment, and then you may enter, is that alright?”

“Perfectly,” Amaryllis said.

The guardsman looked me up and down, then did the same to my two friends. He mumbled a few things to the woman next to him and she took some notes in a binder. “Alright. Members of the Exploration Guild huh? I can sense a few magical things in your bags. Would you mind if I have a look?”

I didn’t have anything special in my backpack, and I didn’t think the girls had anything either. We set our things on a table and the guardsman started to look into each bag. “Terribly sorry about this. It’s a precaution we need to take, especially with all the people coming in for the tournament.”

“What’s the tournament like?” I asked.

“Oh, it’s quite a bit of fun,” the guard said as he shifted my bag to the side and started sifting through Amaryllis’. “Are you going to be here the day after tomorrow? That’s when it’s starting off.”

“Ah, I don’t know. We’re here for the puppet dungeon,” I said.

“Oh-hoh. Yes, I suppose you’re all around that level. You might want to see the puppet shows then. Very impressive.”

Amaryllis sighed. “Broccoli, stop playing tourist.”

“But I am a tourist,” I pointed out.

She glared. “Mister guard, our equipment took some beating during our last mission, are there any local tailors available? And a smith?”

“Sure thing,” he said as he pushed Amaryllis’ small pack to the side. “Check out Rusty by the main square. Decent smith. Fast work. And… ah, there’s old Yoland near the inn. She’s pricey but good. If you need something done cheap there’s a new shop at the far end of town.”

“Thank you,” Amaryllis said.

The guard smiled genially at us and opened Awen’s pack. He moved a few things aside and then his smile became very much fixed.

Carefully, the guard pulled out Awen’s wand of cure hysteria and just sort of… stared at it. “Um,” he said.

“Awa, that’s, that’s mine,” Awen said.

Was that illegal here? I hoped not. “It used to be mine,” I said. “But I gave it to her a while back. It’s harmless, I swear.”

The guardsman eyed me, then Awen. He looked at a loss for words. “Sir?” his partner asked.

The wand was stuffed back into the bag and the guard pushed it towards Awen while wiping his hands on his gambeson. “Alright, you’re ah, good to go.”

I waved to the nice guardsman and skipped into town.

Within its walls, Rosenbell was a quaint, if busy, little town. There were homes all over, set into roads that didn’t travel straight for more than a house or two’s length, and the streets were cobbled with big flat stones that made every passing cart sound like a machine gun as they rolled past.

We ended up passing crowds that were bumping along shoulder-to-shoulder until we stepped into an open square where a whole lot of people were setting up seating areas around a large stone stage.

Merchants were putting up little tents and kiosks all around and workers hauling long bits of wood were making a mess of any cart traffic in the region.

The entire town felt chaotic and, most of all, alive. I loved it.

“That way!” Amaryllis said as she pointed off to the far end of the street. The moment we were on a less-travelled road Amaryllis and Awen sighed. “Right, that was unamusing. We need to find that tailor first. Then we need to hope that there’s room for us at one of the local inns.”

“Why the tailor first?” I asked.

“Because your armour has a hole in it,” Amaryllis said as she pointed to my chest. I poked at the hole. It was a little annoying. “We can have that repaired before hitting the dungeon. Then we can see about that spade of yours.”

“You mean, I could fix it?” I asked.

“You kept the head, didn’t you?” she asked. “We’ll see about it. Otherwise, you might have to resort to purchasing a proper weapon.”

“Aww, yeah, that’s fair,” I said. “I’ll need better shoes too, mine are starting to fall apart.”

Amaryllis nodded. “Armour, then shoes, then the blacksmiths to fix your spade or replace it. Then we find an inn.”

“And if we can’t find a room?” I asked.

“In that case…” Amaryllis paused. “I suppose we could visit the dungeon early.”

“It’s a plan!” I said.

Finding the shop the guard had mentioned was as easy as asking a few locals where to go, then getting lost a few times in the winding roads of the town. At least the bell tower gave us something to line ourselves up with no matter where we went.

The shop itself was a little thing squished in between two homes with big windows at the front that showed off racks of cloth and bundles of clothes. There weren’t any clients in the shop when we stepped in, just an older woman carefully sliding a needle in and out of the base of a dress and leaving a pretty pattern of flowers wherever she moved.

“Hello,” Amaryllis said. “Are you Miss Yoland?”

“That’s me, dearie,” the woman, she said. She finished what she was doing, then set the dress down on a table while sticking her needle into a pincushion. “How may I help… three young ladies. My, I’m popular all of a sudden. Looking for something pretty for the festival? I’m sure I can make you something that’ll catch any beau’s eye.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Nothing like that,” I said. “My gambeson got a little, ah, perforated. And cut. And… well, it needs some help,” I said.

“Ah,” Yoland said. She adjusted a thick pair of glasses and squinted at my armour. “That seems like some nice work. Handmade too. Well, well.” She looked up and to Awen, then smiled kindly. “Dear, could you lock the door and lower the blinds? Wouldn’t want anyone snooping.”

“Awa, yes miss,” Awen said as she jumped to it.

“Now, young miss…”

“I’m Bunch, Broccoli Bunch. This is Awen, and that’s Amaryllis, my two best friends.”

Yoland tittered. “Very good. Now, are you wearing anything under that pretty bit of armour? I’m afraid fixing it while you’re in it might not be terribly comfortable. I’m a steady hand with the needle and thread, but we wouldn’t want to take any risks.”

“Ah, sure, sure,” I said before I started to unbuckle the armoured bits of my pretty dress and then slipped out of it. “My blouse has a hole in it too,” I said as I took that off as well, leaving me in just my bra and shorts.

“Awa,” Awen said.

After placing all my things on the counter before Yoland, I pulled Awen in for a quick side-hug.

“Hrm, this is a clean cut. Nothing too complex,” Yoland said as she prodded the hole in my gambeson. “And this… this…” she ran her hands over my blouse. Her breath caught. “This is incredible.”

“Huh?” I asked.

Yoland pulled up my blouse and held it before her. “Where did this drop from?” she wondered.

“Um… Walmart?”

“I’ve never heard of that dungeon. It must be an exceptionally rare drop. The quality… my my.”

I blinked, then fired off an Insight at my blouse.

A Simple white blouse of Masterwork quality, new.

Huh. That was different. I stared down at my feet and fired off another Insight.

A well-worn pair of sneakers of Masterwork quality, new.

“Hey, Yoland, can you fix shoes too?” I asked. Then I had a brilliant idea. “Can you enchant them?”

“You would want me to try enchanting Masterworks?” Yoland asked. She looked a whole lot younger than she did when we entered. “Oh dearie, I would love to try.”

I grinned. “Neat! We’ll leave things with you then while we go check out a few other things!”

Awen started to stutter. “Y-you can’t go out ju-just with that.” she said.

“Ah, right,” I said. I turned to Yoland, “Do you have anything I can borrow? I’ll bring it back super clean, promise!”


Chapter Thirty

The Rusty Raven

The sandals Yoland had given me went clip-a-clop with every step, and the dress I’d borrowed for the morning was light as a feather. It made it feel really weird as I bounced ahead of my friends.

Amaryllis had left her jacket behind to repair a few scuffs on it, and Awen’s trench coat needed a little love too, so we were all lightly dressed as we toured the town.

“Where to next?” I asked as I spun around Amaryllis.

“World save me, you’re getting more excited, not less,” Amaryllis said. “You’re like a hummingbird harpy who drank too much sugar-water.”

“Ohh, there are hummingbird harpies? That sounds cute!”

“Awa,” Awen said as I spun around her. “B-Broccoli is in a good mood. That’s alright, right Amaryllis?” she asked.

“It could be worse,” Amaryllis said. She whapped me on the head with a wing when I tried to circle around her again. “Be serious for a moment. We have a blacksmith to find.”

I pouted, but Amaryllis was probably right. I had let the overwhelming excitement in the air get to me. There were so many people laughing and chatting and being happy around me that I couldn’t help but want to bounce around all day.

“Over there,” Amaryllis said as she pointed to a shop by the main square.

A sign hung off the front with ‘The Rusty Raven’ written across it next to a rusty bird-shaped bit of steel. The shop itself looked clean, despite the rustiness of its sign.

We stepped in only to find a bit of a line leading up to the front counter. There were a bunch of big men, mostly humans, but there were a couple of Ostri people and even a single plate-covered cervid.

“Wow, this place is popular,” I said as I slipped to the back of the line.

The man behind the counter was a black-feathered harpy with a big dirty apron who was wagging his talons in the face of some gruff looking man.

“That, little one, is because of the tournament.”

I stared at the person just before me, and then smiled. It was one of the Ostri people, a tall figure covered in dark-brown wraps who seemed bent in on himself. “Hello,” I said. “What’s that about a tournament?”

“Ah, so you’re not here for that? Too bad, I have never fought a Cinnamon Bun before,” he said. It didn’t sound threatening, more like he was genuinely sad. “The tournament is what attracts so many of my siblings of the sands to this place. To test one’s might, earn gold, and meet strange peoples. It is in many ways an attraction tailor-made for us. But you seem to be on a different path.”

“I guess so,” I said. His voice was strange, smooth and soft, like cloth rubbing over cloth. “We’re just here because my spade broke.”

“A broken tool doesn’t serve well,” he agreed. “How did you break it?”

“A wyvern bit it.”

The Ostri man paused. “Ah.”

I nodded, then brought out the spade and the bit of the handle still stuck to it. “It saved me in the end. It was either the spade getting bit or me.”

“That must have been an extraordinary fight,” he said.

“Yeah!” I said. I pulled Awen close to my side. “Awen got the kill. She smacked the wyvern with her hammer until it exploded.”

“Awa, it, it was nothing?” Awen said.

Grinning, I looked way up to meet the Ostri man’s goggles. “I’m Broccoli, Broccoli Bunch!” I said as I extended a hand. “These are my friends, Awen and Amaryllis.”

He uncoiled a little from his hunched posture, took my hand in one of his and bowed over it. “I am Ladle Secondson, the Sandwalker.”

“Oh, that’s a cool name,” I said.

Ladle nodded. “Thank you, little one. It is the constellation under which I was born.”

“Is that how Ostri names work?” I asked.

“It is. First the constellation of your birth, then the order of it. Finally, your class. We do not prescribe much attention to the family of our birth, that way lies nepotism and weakness.”

Amaryllis huffed. “The Ostri put no weight in things like family. Or governments. Or laws.”

Ladle nodded. “This is true. We believe that the strong must lead, and that they must protect the weak. The weak, in turn, must grow stronger. That is all that matters.”

“Wait,” I said. “So you don’t have any government at all?”

He shook his head. “We rely on ourselves. It is far less terrifying than giving so much power to someone who you neither know, nor trust.”

I tapped my chin as I thought about that. It made a sort of sense. Anarchy wasn’t usually an acceptable form of rulership as far I was aware, but maybe it worked for the Ostri people. I would need to visit them and see how their world worked to truly judge.

The line moved ahead a few spots and I let my attention wander over all the weapons racked on the walls around us. There weren’t that many. In fact, there were more tools and candlesticks and door handles and other knick-knacks than actual weapons.

“Ah, it is my turn,” Ladle said. “Goodbye, little ones.”

I waved Ladle goodbye as he slid over to the counter, pulled out a pair of knives from his sides and started to talk with the harpy blacksmith. A few minutes later he was walking out of the shop with a nod for the three of us.

“How can I help ya?” the shopkeep asked.

I smiled and placed my spade on the counter. “Ah, my spade broke,” I said.

The harpy picked up the head, spun it around a few times, then scratched at the side of his nose with a talon. “Few dings and dents. And a decent hole here. Still mostly good. Handle is… well, that’s obvious, ain’t it? Right, three sil, five minutes.”

“That fast?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

Amaryllis huffed. “That means he can do it for cheaper.”

“Hey now,” the shopkeep said. “Don’t go trying to swindle me.”

“Ah, I don’t mind the price,” I said. “But, um. Is there anything you can do to make it tougher? And maybe give it more, uh, combat uses.”

“Combat… what’re ya on about?”

I scratched the nape of my neck. “It’s not a spade for gardening. It’s a spade for fighting.”

The blacksmith tilted his head to the side, the same sort of gesture Amaryllis did before calling me an idiot. “A combat spade? That’s different.”

I shrugged. “We could pay more if you could make it better,” I said. “But, uh, it needs to still work with my Makeshift Weapon’s Proficiency.”

The smith cawed. “That does complicate things. Give me a few minutes then.”

We watched the harpy waddle off to the back of his shop where an open forge rested next to a bunch of tools.

“You are awful at bargaining,” Amaryllis said.

“I don’t really need the money that badly,” I countered.

She huffed and walked off to stare at some of the things hanging off the walls.

Awen sidled up closer to me. “Awa. Do you, um, think I could buy some tools?” she asked.

“Tools?” I wondered. I wanted to smack myself a moment later. She was an engineer of sorts. Of course she wanted… needed tools. “Right, tools. I have a couple of gold we could use to buy some things.”

“Awa, but isn’t that gold for your airship?” Awen asked.

“Well, yeah, but if I ever hire you as mechanic, then you’ll need tools anyway, right?” I asked.

“I, I suppose,” Awen said. “Thank you.”

We moved around the shop, Awen picking out a few odds and ends, mostly tools that were smaller and that would fit into her bags. We ended up piling a few pliers, some tweezers, some compact hammers and a few other gadgets that I didn’t quite know the use of on the counter.

The smith returned with my spade over one shoulder. “Here ya go. What’s this look like to you?”

I gasped as I picked up my spade. The shaft was a little longer now, with a curvier handle at the end and an extra foot of pole to it. The head was reshaped just a little. One side now seemed much sharper and the other was serrated like a saw. There was also a metal band at the back to reinforce it a little.

A reinforced warspade of uncommon quality, new.

“Wow! You’re so fast,” I said.

“Caw, just have a few decently levelled skills. Saves a lot of time,” he said. “Now, let’s settle.”

Amaryllis was quick to stomp over, and what started as a bit of friendly haggling soon turned into a flurry of squawks and pomfing feathers as they argued over what they each considered a fair price.

Awen and I stood off to the side, staring wide-eyed as the price dipped and climbed.

I think that Amaryllis won in the end, because she looked very smug as she handed over half a dozen silver coins to a disgruntled shopkeep.

“Don’t forget to tip,” I said.

The looks switched.

I ended up being dragged out onto the streets by a very unhappy Amaryllis while Awen held back some giggles.

We were heading back towards Yoland’s shop, me poking at Amaryllis while she called me all sorts of variations of ‘idiot.’ Awen tailed after us, quiet, but she didn’t look unhappy in her silence, not with her little smile and the way she followed us with her gaze.

I was hoping that we’d get to have a bit more fun, see the sights some more, then maybe go to the dungeon the next morning.

A huge shadow raced across the square.

Amaryllis’ complaining stopped, the entire town went deathly quiet.

A sound, like sails snapping in the wind, echoed across the square, once, then twice.

I heard gasps and saw heads turning up to the skies.

A roar shook the air, windows rattled in their frames, people screeched in terror, horses neighed and I felt the sound pressing me down into the ground which shook in sympathy.

A dragon has asserted its dominance. Your bravery is questioned.

We were just next to the large square, bell tower rising above us, when the dragon landed.

The tower crumpled, the bell spinning off to the side where it crashed into the ground with a resounding ‘dong!’ that made my ears ring.

Feet with talons longer than I was tall dug into the stonework with all the ease of someone gripping an empty can of soda. Wings as wide as a bus flapped once, sending heavy gusts of air beating across the square.

I shielded my eyes for just a moment before my attention was dragged back up to the creature standing tall and proud atop the ruins of the belltower like someone standing on a podium after getting an award.

The morning sun bathed matte blue scales over a beige sternum. A head with a jaw large enough to chomp a cart in half rose and grinned down at the panicking crowds below. I had thought the wyvern in the last dungeon beautiful and intimidating, but the creature above me trumped all that a thousandfold.

“Insight,” I muttered.

A cocky juvenile blue dragon Thunder Hammer, level ???.

The dragon chuckled, an unmistakable sound. “Kneel humans! For I, Rhawrexdee, have decided to become your overlord!”

“We need to run,” Amaryllis said. “We need to run far and fast.”

Awen, grabbed onto my side, her hands digging into me. She was trembling.

“I am here to demand food! And tribute! And gold!” Rhawrexdee declared. “Become my servants and I will only feed upon the weakest of your number.”

I carefully pried Awen’s hands off of my arm, then guided her over to Amaryllis’ side. “Amaryllis, take care of Awen please,” I said.

“What? No! You moron!” Amaryllis said.

But it was too late.

If this dragon thought he could bully a whole town’s worth of happy people, he had another thing coming.


Chapter Thirty-One

Enter the Dragon

“And so, every day, upon the sun’s rise, you will gather what puny amount of gold you have collected and shall deposit it upon the ground where I may collect it at my leisure,” the blue dragon said.

His voice was a deep, guttural rumble, like a rock inside a drying machine.

I cleared my throat. “Hello, mister dragon,” I said.

“And if you have any virgin princesses, they are now forfeit to me so that I may build myself a harem of such beings that will care for and polish my many scales,” Rhawrexdee continued. He was looking up, nose raised and chest puffed out.

Did he not hear me? “Hey!” I screamed.

The dragon paused, then he lowered his huge head down, neck stretching out behind, until his face hovered a dozen feet away from me. “Did you interrupt me?” he asked.

“Ah… sorry about that,” I said. “Didn’t mean to be impolite.”

“Oh, well, in that case it’s all well and good.”

“Really? Neat!” I said.

“Of course it isn’t!” he roared. “Who are you to interrupt the mighty Rhawrexdee? He Who Smote the Clouds Themselves? The Thunder Hammer! The Scourge of the Northern Desert!”

Lightning cracked ominously in the background.

“Oh, that was kinda cool.” I shook my head and pretended that I didn’t see Amaryllis shaking her head off to the side, or the way Awen was trembling like a leaf. “I’m Broccoli, Broccoli Bunch,” I said.

Rhawrexdee turned his head to the side a little so that he could stare at me with one eye the size of my entire head. “I demanded virgin princesses. You do not smell like a princess… you smell like a…” The dragon sniffed the air once, then recoiled. “Riftwalker.”

I crossed my arms. “Yeah, so what?”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you want, little Riftwalker?” he asked.

I didn’t expect the dragon to actually be accommodating. “Uh. Well, I guess an apology? You scared all these people, and you broke their tower, which I’m pretty sure they worked hard to build.”

“You think I would apologize?!” Rhawrexdee roared. “To little humans?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “You broke their stuff. I mean, did they ever do anything to you?” Maybe the folks around here had been rude. It wouldn’t excuse the destruction, but it explained part of it.

“They failed to create a throne of gold upon which I could perch,” the dragon said. “That is sin enough, is it not? Even now, look, none of them are here grovelling at my feet. They hide and watch us speak like cowards. As if I would eat more than a few of them.”

“You wanted to eat the townspeople?” I asked.

“I’m a little peckish,” Rhawrexdee said.

My mouth worked. “No! You can’t eat people!”

“Oh, I assure you I can,” the dragon said.

“I mean, physically, I’m sure you could, you’re a dragon so… duh, but it’s morally wrong,” I said.

Rhawrexdee huffed, his breath washing over me and sending my hair flying back even as it filled the air with a scent of ozone. “Do you look down upon the wolf for eating a lamb?” he asked.

“If the lamb can talk, then yeah,” I said.

The dragon blinked. “Well I’m not a wolf and if I want to eat people you can’t stop me. I might even eat you, Riftwalker or no.”

“I won’t let just anyone eat me,” I warned. This entire conversation was going downhill, and fast.

“You’re probably all bones anyway,” the dragon muttered.

“How about, instead of eating people, we become friends?” I asked, both because being friends with a dragon would be totally awesome, and because I really wanted to activate my Friendmaking skill.

Rhawrexdee

Desired Quality: Someone who would help him find a girlfriend

Dream: To go on dates with a cute princess

What.

“Why would I want to be friends with the likes of you?” Rhawrexdee extended his head way back, the tower’s masonry creaking in protest to the motion. “You have already disrupted my monologue and have wasted my precious time. Perhaps I will eat you after all.” He grinned down at me, electrical sparks flashing between very sharp teeth.

Then a bolt of lightning so bright it warred with the sun to illuminate the street crashed into the side of Rhawrexdee’s head with the force of a battering ram.

The dragon’s head twitched to the side.

“Broccoli, run!” Amaryllis screamed.

“You dare!” Rharexdee screamed.

My breath caught. I could only imagine the dragon snapping around and hurting my friend.

The moment Rharexdee turned to face Amaryllis he paused. His nostrils twitched. I started to have a sinking feeling in the pit of my tummy. “A princess? A virgin princess?” Rhawrexdee said. His eyes narrowed onto Amaryllis. “A Thundere virgin princess… with wings.” His huge dragon-y head turned to face me. “Who is that woman?” he demanded to know.

I clenched my hands into fists, then pointed right at him. “You can’t go on a date with Amaryllis, not unless she wants to,” I said.

“Who are you to decide who I date? You’re not my mother!” Rhawrexdee said. He shook his head a moment later and seemed to refocus. “Answer my questions, little Riftwalker.”

I crossed my arms. “Only if you promise to leave the town alone.”

“I will promise no such thing!” he said.

Amaryllis looked like someone caught between a dragon and a hard place. “Why aren’t you running, you daft moron?” she hissed. “I risked my tail feathers to distract that brute!”

I had to remind myself that she could probably not understand the dragon’s language—which raised the question, why the monologue?—so she was still blissfully ignorant.

“What did she say?” the dragon asked. “Did she compliment my fearsome, horny figure?”

I pressed my fingers against my temples and started to massage a blossoming headache away. I thought that negotiation with a dragon would be hard, but not this complicated. “Mister Rhawrexdee, I think we started off on the wrong foot. Can we start over?”

The dragon stared at me for a moment, then glanced over to Amaryllis. “She’s your friend?” he asked.

“My best friend,” I confirmed. “Her and Awen over there.”

“Ah, the other one, yes. She has a near-princess-y smell to her, but it’s not quite there. Maybe after a coup or two.”

“Right,” I said. “So… uh, can we come to some sort of agreement here?”

“I am a dragon, I don’t need to negotiate.”

“Well I’m a Cinnamon Bun, and I say that you need to or else… or else I’ll tell your mom that you were rude.”

Rhawrexdee snapped his head back as if I’d slapped him. “You wouldn’t dare!” he growled.

“Watch me, big guy. You can’t just fly into town and start bullying, and eating, people just like that. Not while I’m around.”

The dragon growled, then he huffed again and shifted to the side a little. “We seem to be at an impasse then. I will conquer this town in order to grow my wealth so that I can impress any princesses I run across.”

I shook my head. “Any girl that’s more impressed by your gold than by your personality just isn’t worth it,” I said.

“Hrm. My mother said the same thing. How strange.”

I looked around, spotted a chair behind one of the little kiosks and went to pick it up. A moment or two later I was folding my skirts under me as I sat down across from Rhawrexdee. “Okay. So, let’s see what we can make of this situation,” I said.

Rhawrexdee watched me, especially when Amaryllis and Awen slowly, carefully, came to stand just behind me.

“What’s going on?” Amaryllis asked.

“We’re going to negotiate with the nice dragon,” I said. “So far, he has the fact that he’s a dragon on his side of the table. And we have the fact that I’m a Riftwalker, that I could tell his mom that he’s rude, and that you’re a princess.”

Amaryllis placed a hand on my shoulder. Then her grip tightened. “Broccoli,” she said as she leaned in. “You’re not using me as a bargaining chip with a dragon, right?”

“I’d never do that!” I said.

“How do you want to do this, little Riftwalker?” Rhawrexdee demanded.

I coughed to clear my throat. I couldn’t hear myself speak whatever language the dragon spoke—it all sounded like English to me—but I could tell it was growly by how hard it was on my vocal cords. “Right, let’s both tell each other what we want, and then we can work from there.”

“I want all the town’s gold, and I want that princess,” Rhawrexdee said. He stomped a massive foot down, tearing another chunk of the tower off. “And I want tribute and my weight in cattle.”

I nodded along. “Okay, okay, that’s a start. We want you to not take Amaryllis because doing that is wrong. Also, you can’t have the town’s gold. Or their cattle.”

Rhawrexdee bellowed in rage. “Then I will take what I want!” he said.

I shook my head. “Now now, mister Rhawrexdee, that would be very, very rude. We can negotiate. Like, um… I think I can get the townspeople to not make a fuss about the tower. We can call it an accident, I’m sure they’ll understand. And as for Amaryllis, um, give me a moment.”

I turned to Amaryllis who started to glare at me.

“Hey, Amaryllis, how do you feel about dating a dragon?”

“No,” she said.

“He is kind of handsome,” I needled. “Look at his chin.”

“No,” she repeated, this time with wings crossed and a whole lot more emphasis.

I shrugged. That was a no then. “What about helping the dragon with, uh, dating advice.”

“Dating… advice?” Amaryllis repeated.

“Yeah. We could all help!”

“Awa, that, that sounds nicer than getting, um, eaten,” Awen said.

I nodded, then tried puppy dog eyes on Amaryllis.

She zapped me in the middle of the forehead. “Fine. We can help the dragon.”

“She is very feisty, I like this,” Rhawrexdee said.

I nodded to him. “She really is.” I wiggled on my seat to make myself comfortable, then prepared for the next part of my pitch. “Okay, so we’ve come up with a solution to all… most of your problems,” I said

“I am listening.”

“Amaryllis doesn’t want to date you,” I said. The dragon rocked back, eyes filling with hurt, and then anger. “But! But, she is willing to help you. And so am I… and Awen too.”

“Help me how?” he demanded to know.

“Simple! Amaryllis knows a bunch about nobility. Awen too. And I’m great with making friends! So, in exchange for not destroying the town, we’ll teach you how to date girls.” I pointed to Awen. “She’s even a wyrmgineer. I bet that would help in making you a nice suit for when you go on dates.”

Rhawrexdee considered this. “I see. I don’t get the princesses now. But I learn how to get more princesses later.”

“And you get to spend time with us!” I said. “We could become the best of friends, I’m sure!”

He huffed. “Very well. Let us begin this training then.”

“Ah, no. Not right now. We actually have a bunch of things that we need to do first,” I said. “We came here because we wanted to get a class for Amaryllis in the local dungeon. It was just good luck that we were around when you landed.”

“How long will you make me wait?”

I tapped my chin. “How about… uh, two days?” I asked. “We can meet just outside of town. It’ll give us time to do what we need to, and to prepare a, uh, training regimen.”

I stared up at the dragon, my most friendliest smile on.

I really hoped that my plan would work.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Bun of Her Word

The moment that Rhawrexdee took off and flapped away, I fell back into the chair I’d appropriated and felt my everything turning to jelly. “Whaa, that was a little scary,” I said.

“A… a little scary,” Amaryllis repeated. “You absolute…. I don’t think my language has a word to express how stupid you are. I… well, you got rid of it, at least.”

I looked at her. “Oh, you didn’t hear our bargain,” I said.

Amaryllis tensed. “What bargain.”

“Ah, heh, it’s a… funny idea I had.”

Her eyes narrowed into dangerous little slits. “I’m listening.”

“Well. I got Rhawrexdee to agree not to eat people if we, um, taught-him-how-to-woo-girls,” I said the last in a rush.

Amaryllis went red, then she paled. “You want us to do what
?!” she shrieked.

“He’s mostly interested in princesses, so I might have to rely on your knowledge. Both of you, that is.”

“Awa,” Awen said. “You, you want me to teach a dr-dragon? Not even uncle messed with dragons.”

I shoved myself off the chair, shook a little to unlimber myself, then nodded. “Yup. We have two days to get ready before he shows up at the gate.”

“So we have two days to run,” Amaryllis said as she slumped. “You had me going there, you idio—” she stared at me. She stared really hard. “You actually intend to go through with it?”

“Well, I did say I would,” I said. “And I’m a bun of my word.”

Amaryllis shielded her face with both hands as if she could hide from her new Broccoli-caused problems. I kinda felt bad about it. I hadn’t even told the girls my plan before putting it in motion.

“Ah, shucks. Look, I’m sure you can stay back here and—” Amaryllis bapped me on the head with a bunch of feathers.

“We need to hurry. I didn’t come all the way over to this hole just to get whisked away by some lovestruck dragon. C’mon. We can start our way through the dungeon now and finish it by nightfall.”

“P-pardon me, ma’am?” someone said. We turned to see a potbellied man holding a bowler hat over his chest approaching us. “I’m the mayor and… ah, that dragon…”

“We took care of it,” Amaryllis said. “It’ll be back in two days, so do try not to panic.”

“Ah,” the mayor said. He looked on the verge of panicking.

“We’ll take care of it then too. Now don’t get in our way.”

“Yes ma’am!” he said before scurrying off.

I took a moment to look around and finally noticed just how many people were staring, and whispering. I waved.

Amaryllis wrapped her talons around my wrist and yoinked me forwards. “Come on you. I’m not done telling you, in explicit detail, how dumb you are.”

“Aww, can’t we just skip that part?” I asked. “Being told I’m dumb a lot has got to be bad for my self-esteem.”

“That might be a good thing,” Amaryllis said. “Look at Awen. Self-esteem of a dead fish, but she’s actually clever. There might well be a correlation here.”

“Awa, a, a dead fish?” Awen squeaked.

Amaryllis’ stride carried us past a group of plate-armoured adventurers that were quick to scramble out of our path, as if we had eaten the dragon instead of just bargained with it. “Is what I did really all that dumb?” I asked.

Amaryllis was quiet for a bit, enough that we had crossed a few blocks before she answered. “Perhaps not. Dragons are… not the sort of creature people in their first tier deal with. That is, if you don’t count ‘being eaten’ as a way of dealing with them. They’re like natural disasters to most. When one comes you hunker down and hope for the best. Some nations have the power to fend off all but the most powerful dragons, and they’re not immortal, they can be defeated. But it’s always an expensive endeavor.”

“Okay,” I said. “But we didn’t fight Rhawrexdee, we bargained with him.”

“Yes. That’s also a solution. But one usually carried out by teams of diplomats with armed escorts, not some dimensionally displaced country bumpkin and her two friends who don’t know any better.”

“So what we did?”

“What you did,” Amaryllis corrected. “I’m taking none of the blame if it goes wrong and a third of the praise if it works.”

I huffed. “Meanie.”

Amaryllis grinned back at me, and I knew that she wasn’t quite as angry as I had feared she might be. We spun around a corner and found ourselves right before Yoland’s shop. The old woman was standing outside and leaning on a cane. Her eyes widened on seeing us. “Is it true?” she asked.

“Ah, hello, and is what true?” I wondered.

“You scared off a dragon?” she asked with barely concealed awe.

“How did you learn that so fast?” I asked. “And we didn’t scare it off. We had a polite conversation and I suggested it come back later.”

“World’s will,” the woman said.

“Um. We kind of need our things,” I said. “If it’s not too much trouble. We’ll pay even if you’re not entirely done.”

That snapped Yoland back to attention. “You’ll do no such thing, child. The experience I gained from working on mastercraft items, and the money I’d lose if that beast burned down the town, why, I can’t have you paying. Though I would appreciate you dropping a word about the fine work you purchased at Old Yoland’s.”

Grinning, I followed the woman into her shop.

It had taken us nearly half an hour to get everything sorted and ready, a half hour that Amaryllis had spent frowning and fretting. When we finally left—with a polite wave back to the nice older lady—Amaryllis led us straight south towards the far walls of the city.

“Rosenbell is built on the edge of a cliff. It’s a pretty popular place to build a city nowadays. Easy access for airships, a good natural defence, and it allows you to see from afar. In this case it also acts as a barrier against the winds from Silver Salt Bay.” She shook her feathery head. “The geography lesson isn’t important. The point is, the dungeon is at the base of these cliffs.”

“I think it’s neat,” I said as I jogged a bit to keep up with Amaryllis. “Ah, why are we running?”

“We’re not running, we’re walking with efficiency,” Amaryllis said.

Awen looked like she wanted to say something, but her face was red and she was puffing a bit.

“Amaryllis, slow down. Why are you in such a hurry?” I asked.

My harpy friend huffed, but she did slow down a bit. “What you did back there will attract a lot of attention. Not all of it good. Most of it will be… ambivalent at best. If we can disappear for a day things will calm down considerably. The dungeon is an opportunity to do just that.”

“And you want to level up too,” I guessed.

Amaryllis huffed and stomped on ahead.

I giggled, grabbed Awen by the hand, and pulled her along with me.

We arrived at a short wall at the southernmost end of the city. There was half a dozen meters of opened ground between the nearest house and the wall, with nothing bigger than a garden or two occupying the space. Beyond the wall I could make out gantries and the complicated machines used to maintain and dock airships.

Amaryllis pointed to an arch in the wall, one that wasn’t even guarded.

We stepped through and onto a wooden walkway that stretched out over the edge of a cliff. “Whoa,” I said as I looked down to the plains far below.

“Awa, it reminds me of home,” she said. “Look. They have a dock here too.” She pointed off to the side where half a dozen or so airships were parked in one of those strange vertical parking ports that I had been seeing ever since Port Royal. The ships docked here were noticeably smaller though, and none of them seemed like they were equipped for anything worse than a bit of harsh wind.

Merchant ships.

“Stop gawking.” Amaryllis said. “There’s a lift over there.” She pointed to a little lift next to a kiosk where a young man was reading from a book.

He looked up when we approached and set his book aside. “Heya,” he said. “Which level? And, uh, did you see where everyone went? The guards ran off in a tizzy.”

“Which level leads to the dungeon?” Amaryllis asked.

“Four, ma’am,” he said. “That’ll be three cop each.”

Amaryllis slapped a silver coin on the counter before him.

“There was a dragon,” I said. The boy fumbled his coin, barely snatching it before it could plunge over the cliff. “Don’t worry. We took care of it.”

“R-right,” he said. “Uh. Keep all limbs in the lift and try not to shift too much, please.”

We climbed aboard the lift, which was little more than a sort of basket with a steel frame and wicker walls. A motor puffed to life behind the kioske and we were lowered down at about the same pace a very tired snail might move.

“Not very subtle, are you?” Amaryllis said.

“I’m plenty subtle,” I said.

She snorted. “Oh, really?”

I nodded. “Didn’t you see how subtly I slid into your best friend slot?” I asked.

Amaryllis glared at me, then paused as if to actually think on what I’d said. “No. I refuse to believe that was on purpose.”

I grinned and hung onto the edge of the lift as it slowly wobbled its way down past a few other levels of the small docks. Things were moving pretty fast, but that was alright. I was certain we’d find some time to take a break once we were in the dungeon proper.

There hadn’t been any quest alerts about this one, so perhaps it wasn’t infected or anything like that and I was going to get to experience my first utterly normal dungeon run. I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t getting a little excited.

Awen was shifting by my side, and even Amaryllis was looking impatient… more impatient as our lift finally rumbled to a stop. The level didn’t seem to have any access to ships or anything of the sort. Instead there was a wooden walkway that led into a large bore-hole like cavern dug into the side of the cliff.

A large steel gate was barring the path into the tunnel with a sign hanging before it.

ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK

Dungeon Begins Beyond This Point

-Council of Rosenbell

“Is it locked?” I asked.

“It had better not be,” Amaryllis muttered a moment before she tugged at the gate. It swung opened with a faint squeal of metal on metal. “I guess not.”

Looking back over my shoulder, I took in one last look of the bright and cheery afternoon skies over the desert behind me. A deep breath carried the scent of festival foods and oils all the way over to me.

Then I turned and stepped after my friends.

“Look.” Amaryllis said. She was pointing to a rack to one side. Just a metal pole with two little handkerchiefs tied to it. “Two teams are in there already.”

“Should we do the same?” I asked. “I’ve got some cloth.”

Amaryllis nodded. “Give it to me first.”

Awen was the first to react, pulling a little scarf from the pockets of her jacket, the same one Amaryllis had given her when we entered the edges of the desert a couple of days back.

Amaryllis hummed as she tied it in a knot around the pole, then she pinned her Exploration Guild pin to the bottom. “There, now let’s go clear a dungeon.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

What is a Normal Adventurer?

“So, uh,” I said as I looked at the menu floating before me.


You are Entering The Palace of Strings


Levels 5-7


Your entire party has entered the Dungeon

This Dungeon is Occupied.

Share an Instance?

“What do we do?” I asked.

Amaryllis hummed. She seemed to have calmed down a little now that we were in the dungeon and far away from all the people in the town above. Was it still above now that we were in a dungeon? The last dungeon certainly didn’t fit in the place where we had been, and the Wonderland dungeon was really weird too.

“I think,” she said, cutting off my woolgathering. “That we can join whichever instance is already running. Our goal is the boss, nothing else. Having more people around would just shorten the time to get to that objective.”

“Awa, I wanted to, um, practice with my crossbow a little too. And, and my glass magic, I think I’m getting there,” Awen said.

Amaryllis shook her head. “The bow is fine. The magic… less so. We’ll have to pick up some books on the subject later.”

“Ah, okay,” Awen said.

“Did that book I gave you help?” I asked.

Awen nodded. “Yes, a little. I slept on it too.”

“Right,” I said. “Kinda forgot that was a thing.”

Amaryllis sighed. “Please focus just a little bit, please. We are about to enter a hostile environment. This dungeon has no delve room. And there are others in it already.” She made a gesture in the air and Mister Menu’s prompt poofed from the corner of my vision.

Spinning on a heel, Amaryllis led us deeper into the rocky tunnel of the Palace of Strings. Within a dozen steps the rock walls changed. Roots poking out from above like skeletal hands and the walls were more packed dirt than solid stone.

The tunnel grew a little tighter and we had to duck out of the path of what looked like entire tree trunks covered in mud and dirt. And then the tunnel ended and we carefully stepped out onto an open lawn.

A red quarter moon hung just over the horizon, casting a faint reddish glow across grounds that were sparsely illuminated by the twinkling stars above.

Ankle-high grass filled a huge field surrounded by woods so thick and dark and foreboding that just looking at them gave me Scooby-doo flashbacks. In the centre of the field was a huge mansion that looked like something out of an old Dracula movie. Big windows with flickering yellow lights within, gargoyles on each corner of the roof, and a hedge wall twice as tall as I was all around what I could see of the building.

“The book said that the first floor is that hedge maze,” Amaryllis said. “The second begins on entering the building proper.” She was whispering, and I saw her squinting at the sky as a flight of tiny bats flitted by.

“Spooky!” I cheered as I started to walk towards the hedge maze. “I really should have spent more time learning that light ball spell, It’d come in handy here,” I said as I raised a hand and pushed some mana into it until it glowed. Not enough to really illuminate my surroundings by much, but it did help.

“Awa!” Awen said as she jogged up behind me and pulled up her crossbow so that it was aiming out ahead of us. “I’m, ah, not used to the dark.”

Amaryllis sighed and raised her own hand, a bright ball of light sparking to life in it. “You have no gravitas. And Broccoli, there’s a light on your hat.”

“Oh, right!” I said. I’d forgotten about that. A push of mana towards my hat and the rune light I’d tied around the brim a while back lit up the world ahead of me. “Thanks Amaryllis!”

“I swear, I feel like a mother sometimes,” Amaryllis said.

“You’d make a great mom, I’m sure!” I said.

She whapped me so hard my hat went flying. “I-idiot!”

I laughed as I fetched my hat. “Sorry. Didn’t know that was something you were sensitive about.”

“I am in no way… nevermind! Let’s just move ahead. I’d like to get this over before sunset.” She glared when I started to point towards the darkened skies. “Don’t start.”

Our moods were pretty high as we reached the opening of the hedge maze. They dipped soon after.

There were spiders there. Huge things, the size of dobermans with big fuzzy bottoms and fangs the size of my forefingers. The spiders were all piled up to the sides where they were slowly smoking and fading away.

“What happened here?” I asked as I held my spade by the very end of the handle and poked one of the spiders. It didn’t so much as twitch.

“The others in the dungeon, perhaps,” Amaryllis said. “They can’t have been here for too long, the corpses aren’t gone yet.”

I looked at the smoke wafting off the bodies. It was taking longer than usual, eating away at the body inch by inch. “Strange,” I said.

“Keep your eyes open,” Amaryllis said.

We moved into the maze, eyes and lights twisting this way and that to take in as much as we could. The area smelled like decomposing leaves, a faint tang of rot that grew stronger the deeper in we went. Our lights didn’t seem to illuminate all that far, not as much as they should have.

Leafy walls surrounded us on all sides, their tops swaying in an unfelt wind.

“Wow, this place is really scary,” I noted.

“Awa,” Awen whimpered.

I sighed and pulled her into a sidelong hug. “Just because something is scary, doesn’t mean you should be scared of it. It’s usually the things you don’t know about that are the scariest, I think, but that also means you’re worrying about something that might not be there at all.”

“Are, are you sure?” Awen asked.

I nodded. “Yep. Not worrying about things you have no control over is my number one way not to pee myself while watching horror movies.” I gave her a reassuring thumbs-up.

“What’s a movie?” she asked.

“Girls, ahead,” Amaryllis said.

There were more spiders. Not all of them were dead.

Two of the big beasties were wrangling something invisible in the air, spider webs, maybe? Another three were skittering back as little thumbnail-sized balls of fire darted through the air and pelted the ground around them.

“Insight,” I said as I stared at the spider.

An overwhelmed Manweaver, level 5.

I stepped up and prepared to smack the first spider to reach us with my shovel. I needn’t bother. Awen’s crossbow twanged and one of the spiders flew off and smacked into the far hedge with a meaty ‘thwunk.’

Then Amaryllis reached out a hand and made a casual little shoo-ing gesture. Crackling bolts of electricity raced out ahead and fried the two remaining spiders, then two further away who were tugging at something unseen.

I almost felt bad when one of them stumbled close enough that I could smack it. It hardly took more than a bop to the head to kill it.

Congratulations! You have put Manweaver, level 5, out of its misery. Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

We paused as whatever was throwing fire around stopped. Then, from the bushes ahead, came a masculine voice. “Is anyone there?”

I looked to the others. “Was that in… whatever language you speak normally?” I asked.

“Yes, it was,” Amaryllis said. “Hello there!” she called out. “Are you the delvers who started this instance?”

“Maybe? Who’s asking?”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “We’re from the Exploration Guild.”

Three boys—men, really—stepped out from around the corner. One was wearing simple leather armour with some cloth beneath it and he held a staff by his side. The team’s mage, maybe?

The other two were entirely different. The biggest of the lot was a handsome enough man with a nice chin and armour like a fantasy barbarian. He would have been nicer if he wasn’t covered in webbing.

Next to him was a man in thick full plate, only his lower face visible from under his bell-shaped helmet. He had a little capelet with a strange symbol on the front, like two hands holding.

“Ah,” the mage said. “Hello? I didn’t… we didn’t expect to have any company this afternoon. Especially not from such pretty young ladies.”

“Aww, thanks!” I said. “I hope you don’t mind us just showing up.”

“Me? Never,” he said with what he probably thought was a roguish grin. “I’m Eli, the thick lug behind me here is Boots.” The barbarian looking guy cheerfully waved a battleaxe at us. “And the healer back there is Percy. Don’t let the name fool you, he’s not as big an ass as he sounds at first.”

“See if I heal you next time you show up with an itchy crotch complaining about lumps,” Percy said.

“Not in front of the ladies,” Eli hissed.

“Ah, well,” I said before I cleared my throat. “I’m Broccoli Bunch, These are my friends, Awen Bristlecone and Amaryllis Albatross. And this is my kitten friend, Orange!” My friends waved or nodded seriously when I named them. Orange glared, but she was a cat so that was okay. “We’re here to fight the boss, but I’d love to make friends too!”

Eli

Desired Quality: Pretty, female.

Dream: To have intercourse with more women than anyone else.

“I’d love to be your friend,” Eli said.

“Ah, no,” I said. “I mean… friends are okay, but I don’t do any of… that kind of stuff. Only after marriage.”

“Awa? What kind of stuff?” Awen asked.

I felt my cheeks warming. “Nevermind that,” I said with a wave. “Um… Amaryllis, help?”

“You doofus,” she muttered before stepping up. “What’s your goal here?” she asked the three delvers.

The boys looked between each other, and apparently decided to elect Eli as their spokesperson. “We’re just doing our job? Our team has been here for a month now, diving once a day. The spider parts aren’t worth much, but the dresses dropped on the third floor go for a fair price.”

“Cool,” I said. “We’re just here for today.”

“Indeed,” Amaryllis said, he became a little more serious. “Not yet anyway. We haven’t reached the second floor just yet. The maze shifts a bit every day. But if you pass us, then we’ll lose out on any loot drops.”

I looked to Amaryllis. There was a question in her eyes and it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. “Up to you,” I said.

. “Are we interfering with your dive?”

“Not exactly,” Eli saidShe nodded. “If we accompany you, we can help clear the monsters and you can keep the loot. It might make things faster for you.”

“We’re not here to map things,” Eli said. “We’re moving quickly.”

“We’re here for the boss, that’s all,” Amaryllis said.

Eli hummed. “Well, we’re not getting any more out of killing the local beasties. We’ve all chopped our share of spiders. We probably won’t level for months at this rate, so one lost day… still, we’ll be escorting you, which puts us at risk.”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “Three sil.”

Eli grinned. “Each.”

“In your dreams,” Amaryllis said. “One each. Not a cop more.”

Coins were tossed over to Eli who snapped them out of the air. He even bit into one, which couldn’t be sanitary. “That’s a deal,” he said. “Welcome to Rosenbell Delve Team Two, ladies.”

“Alrighty!” I cheered. “So now where do we go?”

Eli swept his arms through the air like a conductor at a circus. “Right this way,” he said. “Let’s show you the wonders of the Palace of Strings.”

“And the horrors,” Percy said.

“And the fights!” Boots cheered.

I looked at my friends and we all seemed to choose to go along with it for now. I hoped for the best, but kept my spade close, just in case.


Chapter Thirty-Four

No Strings Attached

Delver Team Two, that is, Eli, Percy and Boots, worked together like a well-oiled machine.

It had become obvious the first time we were ambushed by Manweaver spiders in the hedges and they formed a quick triangle to lay down some literal fire on the beasties. It became impossible to miss when we entered the second floor.

Calling a dozen long corridors lined with empty rooms and a ceiling so far above that none of our lights could reach it a floor was a little strange, but that was the nomenclature the delvers used, so we stuck to it.

“Knights ahead,” Eli said.

Boots ran up a few steps, his heavy plate boots clunking on the wooden floor until he was half a dozen steps ahead and held his axe at the ready before him. Percy stepped back and Eli moved behind Boots and to the side, his staff pointing ahead towards the end of the corridor.

We… didn’t move so fluidly. I skipped ahead to be next to Boots, Amaryllis stepped up behind me with her magic sparking at the air around us, and Awen stumbled to a stop a little ways behind me.

“What can you tell us?” Amaryllis asked as she peered ahead.

There was a deep thumping noise coming from around a bend in the corridor, one that was growing louder.

“Knights. Big bastards. Level seven. Toughest mob in the dungeon after the boss,” Eli said. “If you can aim for the strings above them and cut them off, they’re finished, but anything less and they’ll just keep coming.”

“That sounds annoying,” I said.

“If you make enough noise, the first knight will attract the second and third. It’s usually best to tackle them one at a time,” Eli said.

And then three knights walked around the corner.

I felt my neck craning back as I took them in. Each of the knights was ten feet tall, a skeletally thin body stretching up in a way that looked more grotesque than lanky. They wore thick plate armour all across their body, and two of them carried shields and swords. The third, who hung back a little, had a sword that was longer than I was tall gripped in its spiked gauntlets.

Their pitch-black armour made their details hard to pick out in the darkened corridor. I pushed some mana into my runelight to fix that and immediately regretted it.

Bloody rags were sticking out of their armour and their helmets, which only covered half their faces, revealed rotting jaws and empty eye-sockets. “Oh, nasty,” I said. “Insight.”

A Black Marionight, level seven.

“Damn,” Eli said. “We should retreat.”

I stared. Amaryllis stared. Even Awen stared at him.

“What?” he asked. “We didn’t come down here to die. We only fight when things are weighed in our favour.”

“But there are seven of us and three of them,” I said. “And we’re better levelled. Can’t we at least try?”

“That’s the spirit!” Boots cheered. “C’mon Eli, we’ve taken two at once before.”

“Only in a pinch,” Eli said.

“You said focus the string, right?” I asked. “I can probably get to them if they’re above the knights.”

Amaryllis sighed. “They’re moving closer,” she said. “Close your eyes for a bit.”

I slapped my hands over my ears and saw Awen doing the same a moment before the corridor filled with light and noise.

When I opened my eyes again it was to see the three knights stumbling forwards, little electric currents buzzing across their armour. “I’m on them!” I said.

A burst of stamina to my legs and I was off, soaring up and high above the knights before gravity did its thing and I started to fall towards the forward-most knight. I spotted the cords Eli had talked about just as I landed onto the knight’s pauldron.

The reaction was instantaneous. He immediately started stabbing upwards with his big sword, and the knight at the back did the same, lunging up at me with his big two-hander.

For all that they were fast, I was faster. It was child’s play to duck one sword and step onto the other so that I could use it as a pad to bounce onto the first knight’s head. The cords holding him up were thin, near translucent things. I chopped at one with the sharp edge of my spade and all it did was reverberate like a guitar string.

“Annoying,” I said.

“Magic it first!” Amaryllis said.

I shrugged and turned on my cleaning magic aura. It was a weird sort of spell, one that made the world around me more… mine, and also more clean. I saw the rust flaking off the knight’s armour and the flesh left on its bones turned to dust and was swept away. The lines hanging in the air glowed a little.

My next swing of my spade snapped through half a dozen wires. The knight started to collapse.

I hopped off just as the other wires gave out under the knight’s weight and it came crashing down as a pile of armour and bones.

I felt Mister Menu congratulating me for the kill, but dismissed it for the moment.

The second knight charged at me, shield held before it and sword already mid-swing to try and take my head off. I still had plenty of time to jump out of the way, but it turned out that wasn’t needed.

A foot-long bolt appeared in the knight’s knee. Its leg crumpled, but it still raised its arm for a stab.

Awen’s crossbow reloaded with a heavy ‘crunch-crank.’ A second bolt punched into the knight’s elbow, locking it in place.

It would have fallen all the way, but its strings held it up from behind, like someone tugging at a girl’s hair. It didn’t look all that comfortable.

“Hah! These girls have spunk!” Boots said as he raced ahead. His axe glowed a moment before he swept it through the strings holding the knight up. It fell with a heavy clunk.

And then there was one.

The final knight stood tall and proud, its sword spinning by its side with heavy whooshes of displaced air.

That’s why when I jumped I aimed for his other side. Another burst of magic and a few quick strikes of my spade and the knight came crashing down just like its comrades bringing me down with it.

I cheered as I landed in a roll then bounced to my feet. “That was easy!”

Congratulations! You have snipped Marionight, level 7’s life thread. Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

Eli grumbled a little as he led us to the next floor. Still, he and his friends were out ahead, which meant I could talk to Amaryllis and Awen in peace. “It is just me, or is this dungeon really easy so far?”

“It’s a very young dungeon,” Amaryllis said. “Give it a few years to find some tricks and maybe grow a few more floors and its difficulty will ramp up.”

“Yeah, but… what levels are the delvers at?”

Amaryllis peered ahead, then shrugged. “Between twelve and fourteen for their main classes.”

“And they don’t feel as… strong as us,” I said. “Or maybe not strong, but… uh.”

“They’re cautious. They take their time, they plan things out, and they don’t take undue risks. In short, they’re smart. In five or so years, after switching dungeons a few times, they’ll hit their next evolution. That’s how most people do things.”

“Ah, but we don’t.”

“You don’t. Because you’re a headstrong moron that runs into trouble around every corner and who somehow managed to not get herself killed yet.” Amaryllis sighed. “People like you either die tragically, or become like Abraham.”

“Broccoli will be like uncle?” Awen asked. “Awa.”

Amaryllis huffed. “Most die. Which is why you really ought to learn to stop jumping ahead so much,” Amaryllis said.

“Here we are,” Eli said before I had time to really think about what Amaryllis said. I filed it in the back of my mind for later. It was worth thinking over, especially if my dying made my friends sad. “Welcome to floor three.”

He pushed a pair of large double-doors aside to reveal a ball room. Pillars lined the edges of the room, intricate windows behind them letting red moonlight pour into the room to splash off of mirror-polished marble floors.

A staircase took up most of the far wall, leading up to a balcony on the second floor with a huge gilded door before it.

“The dolls will be arriving soon,” Eli said. “Just let them burn.”

“I hate this part,” Percy said.

We stepped into the room and let the doors pull themselves shut behind us. The boys didn’t seem nervous, so I decided that it was probably okay.

The dolls Eli had been talking about appeared as the large door a floor above opened. They glided down the steps, ten beautifully crafted porcelain dolls with ball gowns that swept around them and that seemed to float just barely above the ground.

They were all about a head shorter than me, with delicate hands folded together over their tummies, and beautiful lacey frills all across their skirts.

“Pretty,” I said. “Insight?”

A Dancing Doll, level five.

“Do you wish to dance?” the doll in the lead asked. It tilted its head to the side.

Eli turned to us. “If you dance with them, you get to pass to the bossroom. That is, if you’re an alright dancer. But we don’t want that. Don’t get stabbed.” Eli raised a hand, and before I could object a gout of almost liquid fire lanced out towards the lead doll.

The doll screeched and batted at its burning skirts before it went up in flames and fell to the ground, quite dead.

“Why?” I asked.

The only answer I received was to have an angry doll rush towards me. Two long blades, mounted on mechanical limbs, folded out of the sides of its dress and started to stab at me.

I ducked the first, batted the second aside with my spade, then stepped up to the doll before the first could come back around to hit me. The doll stepped back, flowing with me in what was obviously a dancing step.

That ended when I hopped to the air and kicked the doll’s head off.

“Awa!” Awen said as she blocked a blade with her crossbow, then skipped back to avoid a second. One doll was already dead by her feet, a bolt lodged in its head.

I bounced over to Awen and tackled the doll harassing her out of the way. Amaryllis, for her part, was standing over a pile of dolls torn apart by cracking whips of electricity.

One last shot from Awen’s crossbow into the doll’s head, and the room went quiet.

Ten dolls died in twice as many seconds.

Congratulations! You have danced Dancing Doll, level 5, off the mortal coil. Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

“What the heck?” I asked.

Eli had the good grace to rub at the back of his neck. “Heh, sorry about that. I should have explained a little better. The dolls get impatient though.”

“Two dresses this time,” Percy said as he bent over double and pulled a white gown off the floor as if it was a pile of rags instead of a beautiful lacy dress. He stuffed it in a satchel and wandered off to pick up a second dress from a fading doll.

“Right, come along girls. The boss room is right this way. You’ll get to meet the puppet king!”

I frowned at Eli’s back as he and Boots began to climb the stairs at the far end of the room. “Didn’t like that, did you?” Amaryllis asked.

“No, no I didn’t,” I said.

She patted me on the shoulder. “That’s how delvers do things. Profits first, safety second, adventure never.”

I nodded. I was glad I was an explorer then.

The hall we entered, the last floor of the dungeon according to the boys, was a vast room. Longer than it was wide, the hall was illuminated by crystal chandeliers held up by chains hooked to the sides and little sconces mounted to the twenty or so floor-to-ceiling pillars that lined the sides of the room all the way up to the dias at the end.

A throne waited in the distance, a thin man slumped onto it, one leg over an arm and his body slouched to the side like someone watching TV on a saturday morning. He, because the cut of his richly decorated clothes said ‘boy’ was wearing a too-big crown that was tipped so far forwards that it masked his eyes.

“Is that the boss?” I asked.

“Sorta,” Eli said. “That’s the boss puppet.”

I fired an Insight at the man on the throne instead of trying to pry answers from Eli.

The Puppet King.

No level or anything. Weird.

“Where’s the actual boss, then?” Amaryllis asked.

Eli gestured to an empty spot near the ceiling above. “You can’t see it yet. Once the king starts to fight you’ll catch glimpses of it. The idea is you knock the king down, and it’ll swoop down to help it up. That’s when you hit it. It’s a pretty easy, if intense fight.”

“The king is fast,” Boots warned. “And his arms have swords in them. Bunch of nasty tricks to him.”

“Interesting,” Amaryllis said. She cracked her head from side to side. “Well, I’m ready.”

I bounced on the balls of my feet a few times as I took in the room. There were a bunch of pillars all around, so I had lots of room to maneuver. “Yeah, me too,” I said.

“Awa, me, me too!” Awen said as she hugged her crossbow close. “Um. I don’t have too much ammo left.”

“Right, let’s start this thing,” Eli said as he stomped ahead.

When our little group was about halfway down the room, the doors to the throne room clunked shut behind us and the puppet on the throne shifted. Its head rolled until it was looking down at us from below the lip of its crown. Its mouth, which was made of two pieces of delicately carved wood shaped like lips, snapped up into a smile.

“Get ready,” Eli said as he brought his staff up before him.

The delvers shifted into a sort of triangular defence, eyes locked with the king.

I had a question on the tip of my tongue when, with the suddenness of a mouse trap going off, the king sprung out of his seat.

My eyes widened. I raised my spade just in time to block a spinning kick aimed right at my face.

The king bounced off, cartwheeled twice, then landed in a crouch. I saw his placid marble eyes look at me for just a moment before they shifted over to Awen who was behind and to my right.

I intercepted him mid-jump with a shoulder-tackle. It was barely enough to get him to move out of his path.

The king bounced once off the ground, then his arms shot out, extending with twin ‘clacks’ of wood on wood. Two blades, like tiny scythes, tore out of his wrists and skittered across the marble floor until he came to a stop.

Awen’s crossbow twanged, a bolt slicing through the air so fast it was hard to see.

The king’s entire body twisted back and the bolt flew past to lodge into the far wall.

The fight hadn’t lasted more than three seconds and I was already nervous.

“Keep your eyes on him!” Eli shouted.

Boots shifted out of their formation, axe spinning in one hand. “Come on, cinnamon girl, let’s show that noble who the real kings are, yeah?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

Boots’ reply was to roar with laughter as he charged ahead, his axe rising into the air above only to come crashing down so hard and fast that when it hit the ground, the floor cratered.

The king, of course, was having none of that.

The puppet spun around, arms moving as if they had far too many joints and leaving after-images in the air. Boots smacked one blow aside, then parried another with his axe.

The king twisted around and to the side to dip under Boots’ guard. One of his sickle-like blades sliced across Boot’s exposed ribs. The big man winced and stepped back, but the king didn’t let up.

I shot ahead, spade stabbing forwards like a spear only for it to be tapped aside by the king’s raised foot.

I still had tricks up my sleeves though, and I fired a burst of stamina that had me shooting off to one side for only as long as it took for my foot to touch the ground again before I shot back towards the king from a different angle.

The king dodged again, but he looked to be off balance, his leg stretched out at an awkward angle.

Then he fell onto his bum as I swiped the air where he had been.

I blinked, looked down, and only just managed to hop out of the way of his rising foot. A foot with a three-inch blade sticking out of it.

I was in midair when the king’s smile turned into a frown. His jaw unhinged, revealing a pipe sticking out of his mouth.

“Poison!” Eli shouted.

The king spat out thick off-white fog from his mouth. It met a wall of cleaning magic that made it evaporate out of the air.

The king’s jaw snapped shut. He did not look pleased.

Before he could do anything about that, a dozen small, fist-sized fireballs raced past where he was, and the king was soon busy dancing out of their way like someone dancing the robot to speedmetal.

Awen fired her crossbow.

The king snatched the bolt out of the air, and with a spin flung the bolt towards Amaryllis.

My bird friend side-stepped it. “Yeah, no. Enough of this,” she said.

I slapped my hands over my ears.

The room filled with light, growing warm even as a deep electric hum resonated in my bones and the air began to smell like ozone.

“Can’t dodge that, can you?” Amaryllis asked. She was wearing a smug grin.

It was probably deserved. The puppet king had a foot-wide hole blown through his chest and his wooden arms and head were all smoking. Even his royal clothes had taken a beating, some of it smouldering away.

The puppet crashed to the floors, its strings cut.

“Was that all?” Amaryllis asked.

“Dammit,” Eli shouted. “You’re not supposed to kill the puppet!”

“Huh?” I asked.

My attention was drawn up by a flash of motion above. There, hovering by the ceiling, was a large cross. Two wooden planks as wide around as I was, each end covered in little hands pinching at torn ropes, and in the joint in the centre, two dozen mis-matched chameleon-like eyes that were twitching every which way.

“Insight,’ I said.

The Puppet Master of the Palace of Strings, level 8.

“It’s above!” I said.

It was too late.

Thin cords whipped down and snaked around Boots’ arms and legs and neck. The man’s eyes went wide a moment before he started running towards his friends. “I can’t move!” he said as he swung his axe around to try and decapitate Percy.

The healer ducked under the swing, turned tail, and started running while screaming a whole host of impolite things. Boots never let up, occasionally swinging his axe as he went.

Amaryllis aimed her arm up. Some of the eyes twitched her way. The arc of lightning that snapped out of her shot through the spot the monster had been in only seconds before.

Boots yelped as he was dragged to the side by the trailing strings.

Amaryllis growled and fired off three more blasts of lightning, but the boss monster was quick and agile, spinning out of their way each time, even when Eli joined in and started flinging fireballs up at the ceiling.

Then one of Awen’s bolts thudded into the centre of the cross and the entire thing went nuts, bouncing off walls and butting up against the ceiling. When it came down and tried to buzz over our heads, I jumped up and landed on its back.

My weight made it veer down, and the entire thing crashed into the floor for a moment before it started to lift.

“Oh no,” I admonished the boss before smacking it with the sharp edge of my spade. It took a bloody gouge into the wood.

Boots, who had recovered from his little ordeal, rushed over and smacked the boss back down with a dull thud of his axe. Then Awen came, her crossbow set aside so that she could wield her hammer in both hands. “Raa!” she roared with the ferocity of a yawning puppy.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Congratulations, you have defeated Dungeon Boss: The Puppet Master of the Palace of Strings, level 8! For defeating a Dungeon boss, bonus exp is gained! Due to combating as a team your reward is reduced!

“It’s done!” I cheered.


Dungeon Cleared!


All adversaries with The Palace of Strings Defeated.

All Bosses Defeated

Broccoli Bunch, Cinnamon bun, level 9 is awarded the Puppeteer class.

All class slots filled.


Replace current class with Puppeteer?


Replacing your current class will reset your level to 0.


“No thanks!” I told mister menu. “Amaryllis, you got your class!” I said.

“Indeed,” Amaryllis siad. She looked extra smug as she stared off into space. Then she blinked a few times and the smug was replaced by a more normal smile. “Thanks, by the way. I think I’ll be having a lot of fun with this one.”

I was about to reply when a new prompt filled my vision.


Bing Bong! Congratulations, your Cinnamon Bun class has reached level 10!


Health +5


Stamina +10


Mana +5


Resilience +10


Flexibility +10


Magic +5


You have gained: One Class Skill Point


You are now eligible for Class Evolution!


“Oooh!”


Chapter Thirty-Five

Evolution

I had a list of possible evolutions to choose from, a whole lot of juicy things to dig into. But, unfortunately, I didn’t have the time just then.

The delve team were sniffing about, looking for loot drops by the boss and looking increasingly disappointed as their search found nothing. The girls were focused on their own thing. Awen had a small piece of glass that she was focusing on and Amaryllis was… shocking herself? That was a problem for later.

The pillars along the edges of the room were now housing two portals. One exiting just beyond the dungeon and the other…

I walked over to the dungeon’s core room and stared within. This one looked like a sort of empty treasury, with the dungeon core sitting on a velvety cushion atop a stone plinth, A step into the room and I was flooded with fresh mana that made my fingertips twitch.

No roots, evil or otherwise.

I was grinning as I stepped out of the core room.

“You’re not supposed to go in there,” Percy said. He had removed his helmet, revealing a surprisingly handsome twenty-something boy with nice blonde hair plastered to his head and an okay chin.

“I didn’t touch anything,” I said.

He harrumphed and tucked his helmet under one arm. “We’re leaving in a bit.”

“Right!” I said.

Eli and Boots were packing things up in a few smaller bags, they didn’t seem to carry much with them into the dungeon, probably because they stayed in Rosenbell and didn’t need to bring all sorts of supplies in. “Alright,” Eli said as he stood up and stretched. “We’re done here. It was a real pleasure working with you ladies.”

“It was fun,” I said. “Will we be seeing you in town?”

“You can see me whenever and however you want,” Eli said.

I took a moment to register that, then turned to Amaryllis. “I think it’s time we go.”

We left the portal with only the sound of Boots’ roaring laughter and Percy’s disappointed sigh behind us.

The air outside the dungeon hit like a wall of warmth, sucking all the humidity away in only a few short seconds. I hadn’t noticed how dry it was around Rosenbell. Then again, we had walked over, getting acclimated as we moved.

“Where to?” I asked.

“An inn,” Amaryllis said. “Then… perhaps a bookstore after? I hope that this town has at least one. There are some little things I’d like to look up.”

“Brilliant!” I said. “I’m gonna be looking at my stats and such while we move, alright?”

“I, I can lead you,” Awen said. “By-by the hand. As we walk. By holding your hand. In mine.”

“Sure!” I said. “Usually I’d ask for a piggyback ride, but that might be too much, huh?”

“Awa. I… I wouldn’t mind if you rode me.”

Amaryllis sighed. “You’re both idiots,” she said as she pulled a cord next to the empty spot where the lift had been. It rang a bell far above and soon the lift was dropping to our level a foot at a time.

I grinned, squeezed Awen’s hand in mine, used my other hand to scritch Orange behind the ear, and asked Mister Menu to pop open my stats page.
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I’d gotten way cooler since arriving on Dirt, but I still had a ways to go. My next big rank up would be Cleaning at rank S. That was five whole points. After that… I guessed that I could spend some points on other things? Maybe Dancing and Gardening, they both sounded handy. Or maybe I could get those sooner? So many options!

The lift finally arrived and Awen tugged me onto it.

“How many class evolution options is it normal to get?” I asked.

“It depends on the person’s achievements,” Amaryllis said. “There’s always at least one. It can go pretty high.”

“Uncle once said he had ten options once. He picked the one that sounded the most fun,” Awen said.

I nodded. “If it’s good enough for Abraham it’s good enough for Broccoli.” I nodded.

Amaryllis muttered something that sounded like it might have been ‘utter morons’ but I decided to ignore that.

You have Five (5) available Class Evolutions!

I grinned and poked at Mister Menu to show me the first.


Cinnamon Nun


You have cleansed ghosts with magic and might. Have caused others to obtain the fear of god, and have stayed pure in body and mind.


Requirements:


Virgin


Affinity for Holy magics


Skill Unlocks:


Cleaning > Holy Cleaning


Class Description:


The Cinnamon Nun, as warm and soothing a presence as warm cinnamon on a cold day. A figure of calm and purity in an otherwise turbulent world.


Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Cinnamon Nun class?


I tapped my chin as we rose. “I got a weird one,” I said. “Cinnamon Nun. It’s like a holy thing.”

Amaryllis shifted. “That could be useful, I suppose.”

“I don’t know, I don’t look good in black.”

I ignored Amaryllis’ confused look and opened the next class even as the lift stopped and we started walking.


Buns of Steel


Your posterior has suffered repeated damage. Now it is hardened and toughened against even the hardest smack.


Requirements:


Suffer damage to the rear

A leg-based movement skill

Have at least one person admire your posterior


Skill Unlocks:


Dance > Booty Swing

Jumping> Butt Bouncing


Class Description:


Buns of Steel; both tough, and impossible to ignore.


Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Buns of Steel class?


“Awa, you have a strange expression,” Awen said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah it’s just. Ah, this class looks…” I wondered how I could say it. “I think it’s a tank class. Not for me.”

“That’s, um, okay. You should be yourself, right?” Awen asked.

I grinned over to her. “That’s right!”

We passed out of the dock section and into Rosenbell proper just as I opened a new classes description window… thing.


Cinnamon Burn


You have begun to walk the path of fire mastery. You are not just spicy. You burn.


Requirements:


Fire mana use


At least one mana-manipulation skill


Skill Unlocks:


Cleaning > Purifying Flame


Physical Manakinesis > Physical Fire Projection


Class Description:


The Cinnamon Burn is the pyromaniac others fear. Upbeat and happy on the outside, your soul burns with a desire to see the world turn to ash as you laugh and bounce across its flaming corpse.


Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Cinnamon Burn class?


“Ohh,” I cooed. “A fire magic class!”

“Really?” Amaryllis asked. “That’s somewhat unusual. It would probably turn a few of your skills towards fire aspect abilities.”

“Yeah, it does say that much. Not sure if I like the description. The nun class was better.” I shrugged. “I’ll think about it, I guess. Next!”


Cinnamon Bun Bun


You have made the making of friends your priority in life, and in doing so have gathered loyal loved ones by your side.


Requirements:


Friendmaking

Made multiple friends across multiple races

Be at least two people’s best friend

Teach others the magic of friendship

Save one friend from mortal peril and have them return the favor


Skill Unlocks:


Cute > Adorable

Jumping > Hopping


Class Description:


The Cinnamon Bun Bun is a symbol of friendship from the tip of her ears to the bottom of her soles. Nature smiles upon them and even the cruelest heart finds a kernel of fondness for the open-minded innocence of the Cinnamon Bun Bun.


Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Cinnamon Bun Bun class?


“Oh, oh, I really like this one. Mostly,” I said. “The…” I paused to look around. We were now walking through some of the less busy streets, Amaryllis aiming for a little inn just across where we were. I noticed some people looking at us, wide-eyed and others pointing. Had we made a scene? “The, uh, Cute upgrade isn’t needed, but the rest looks really promising!”

“So, you’ve found the class you want then?” Amaryllis asked.

“Maybe! There’s one left to check out.”


Play Bunny


You have charmed and seduced your way through the world. It has not gone unnoticed.


Requirements:


Make one person fall madly in love with you


Show over 50 people your underwear

Show over 10 people a sex toy

Be able to unlock the seduction skill

Wear an animal collar daily for over a week


 Skill Unlocks:


Dance > Love Making


Friendmaking > Seduction


Class Description:


The Play Bunny is as fun as she is feisty. Twisting the wills and imaginations of those around her with a few well-placed words and a shift of the hip.


Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Play Bunny class?


I felt my face warming up. Warming up a lot.

“Awa, are you okay?” Awen asked.

I looked around, noticing for the first time that we were in an inn. “I’m fine!” I squeaked.

Awen blinked at me, then carefully placed her free hand on my forehead. “Awa, you’re so hot.”

“No I’m not!” I said. “I mean… no? Just warm. Warm is all.” I tugged at my collar. “I’m not taking that class.”

Amaryllis stared at me, a set of keys in her hand. “Right. We can look over… whatever is bothering you now later. We have a room on the second floor.”

I nodded along and tried to make the blood move somewhere other than my face. “Awen,” I asked as we started to climb up the steps. “I’m not a seductress, right?”

It was Awen’s turn to go red. “Awa!”

Our rooms were nice enough, not on the level of the rooms of Julien and Juliette’s Inns, but clean and large, with a little bathroom to one side and a row of neat little beds set out in the middle.

Orange hopped off my back and picked one of the beds for herself, settling down in the middle for further napping.

“Food will be arriving soon enough,” Amaryllis said as she took off her pack and tossed it to the side. She sat on the edge of one of the beds. “Picked a class yet?” She asked.

“I think so, yeah,” I said. Cinnamon Bun Bun seemed like the perfect class for me. It was really just my normal class, but a bit more. Not too much of a difference. It didn’t have some of the specialities of the other class options, but that was okay.

“Well then, what are you waiting for?” Amaryllis asked.

I grinned at her as I took off my pack and set it next to hers. “Nothing! “

Do you Want to Evolve your Cinnamon Bun class into the Cinnamon Bun Bun class?

“Yes please,” I said.


Ding! For accomplishing great deeds and reaching the tenth level of your class, you have unlocked the Cinnamon Bun Bun class!


Your Jumping Skill has transformed into... Hopping!

Your Cute Skill has transformed into... Adorable!


You are now eligible for a second class! Please pick from the classes you have obtained!


-Wonderlander

-Glass Cannon

-Puppeteer


That strange warmth that pushed through my body when I levelled up returned, only it was tenfold as strong. My chest contracted and I felt faint for just a moment before it passed and my vision snapped back into focus. Then there was a strange… feeling at the base of my back and atop my head.

My hat flew off as if someone had just smacked it from behind and clattered to the floor off to one side.

“Huh?” I asked.

My friends were staring. Staring hard. Even Orange was looking at me weird.

“Did it go—” I stopped mid-word. My voice sounded off. No, not off, it was still my voice, but it sounded as if I was hearing it in a sort of almost-echo. It wasn’t the only sound that was weird.

I turned my head and something on my scalp moved. Then it twitched.

“Ah-ah-awa,” Awen said. She raised a hand and pointed to the top of my head.

I reached up, slowly, and touched something long and furry that was standing… flopping, above my head.

I ran over to the bathroom, the floppy thing flopping with every step.

In the mirror was Broccoli Bunch. Wide-eyed, with her brown hair in a bit of a mess.

And atop her head were ears. Big, two-foot long bunny ears, coloured the same brown as my hair, but with poofy white tufts at their base. They were ramrod straight now, almost as if they’d been spooked.

I stared.

The ears… my ears, twitched.

Then one of them flopped down, folding in half at the middle.

I started screaming.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Bounce Back

I sat on the edge of one of the room’s beds. Orange on my lap. Amaryllis to my right and Awen to my left. My friends, all of my close friends, were trying to comfort me.

It was quite silly. It wasn’t as if I’d lost something precious or anything, and I wasn’t hurting. I had just become… something else.

“It happens,” Amaryllis was saying. “Not terribly often, but it has been noted before. In fact, some races can trace their origins back to communities who all changed their main class and were turned into something… uh, else.”

“Something like me?” I asked.

“Awa, it’s not so bad,” Awen tried. “Um. I think your new ears are very cute?”

My ears twitched.

Reaching up, I tugged at one of them, then pushed it back up so that it was standing tall above my head. “I guess they’re kinda cute,” I said. If I was pouting a bit no one chose to comment on it.

“You’ll need to learn how to care for them. And… and I suspect a few books on Bun culture wouldn’t go amiss. You’ve sort of barged into their race,” Amaryllis said.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said.

Awen reached up, then paused. “Awa, can, can I touch them?”

Sighing, I nodded. “Sure, go ahead.”

Awen started running her hands up and down my new ears. It was weird, and kind of ticklish, especially when she touched the white tufts at their base. My right ear kept flopping down as it bent in half at the middle. It was really annoying, like having a sock on crooked, but on top of my head.

“Right,” Amaryllis said as she bounced to her feet. “I think I saw a book store around here. I had to stop by there anyway, I can look to see if there are any books that will talk about your… condition.”

“Yeah, I’d appreciate that,” I said.

Amaryllis nodded and stomped off. She wasn’t the kind of girl that could just sit around and wallow when things weren’t going right. She needed to act, to move.

Usually, that was the case with me too, but I wasn’t feeling it.

I sighed and let myself fall backwards onto the bed, then winced as a bit of pain sprang out from my tailbone. My tailbone that now ended in an actual tail.

It was a good thing I was wearing a skirt, or else I’d need to cut a hole in my pants to let out the big ball of brown fluff now permanently attached just over my bum.

“I’m being dramatic,” I said as I splayed out my arms across the bed. My new bunny ears flipped over the edge as if they were melting off the sides of the bed above me. “This isn’t so bad, I guess.”

“It’s going to be okay,” Awen said. “Um. No one dislikes buns, I think. And, and you’re still Broccoli.”

“That’s right!” I said. My good mood plummeted a moment later. “Ah, but now I can’t go back home.”

“You, you can’t?” Awen asked. She climbed onto the bed and slowly sat cross-legged next to me. “Why not?”

“Well, for one I don’t know how. But also, if I do go back. Well, there aren’t any buns where I’m from. And I don’t think I could hide my ears at all.”

Awen looked down at me, eyes wide and sad, then she fell atop me and pulled me into a hug. “It’s okay! We’ll make a new home for you here. To-together!”

I grinned and returned the hug. “Thanks Awen,” I said. “Ah… I should find a distraction, all this ear business is driving me spare.”

“Um. You have a new class to pick, right?” Awen asked. “Did you like the ones you have available, or, uh, will you go do another dungeon for something else?”

“Hrm,” I said as I began to rub Awen’s back. It was as much a gesture to keep me occupied as it was one to comfort my friend. “I have three available, we could look over them together?”

“Sure, I, awa, would like that.”


Wonderlander


Skipping along the edge of madness, the Wonderlander is always late but never left. They find the beautiful things in the world and make them brighter. Never settling for less when more will do!


Class Specializations:


Social Niceties

Hat-based Combat

Madness Enhancement


Do you wish to unlock your second class?


“I like this one,” I told Awen as I repeated the class’ description. “It’s kind of weird.”

“Awa, you, um…” Awen flushed and looked away. “You’re a little weird too, I guess. But in a good way.”

I laughed. “Thanks! You’re… actually I have no idea, I guess you might be weird or normal and I wouldn’t know.”

“Ah, I think I’m normal?” Awen wondered.

“Amaryllis though,” I began.

“She’s weird. B-but don’t tell her that I said that. She’s also scary.” Awen shuddered. “But…I think I like her. As a friend! I meant as a friend!”

I pulled Awen in for another hug, because hugs were the best. “You’re so cute Awen.”

“Awawawa…” Awen mumbled as I hugged her.

“Next class?”

“Y-yes please!”


Glass Cannon


The best defence is a good offence! The Glass Cannon puts everything into attack, which is a good thing too because they have a glass jaw. One way or another, something is getting broken!


Class Specializations:


Striking Hard

Blitzing Fast

Attacking Always


Do you wish to unlock your second class?


“That’s the same class I have,” Awen said. “Um. I think I’m about to get glass manipulation with that one.”

“Is that good?” I asked.

“Um. Glass is an interesting material, I think. I ah, had an idea but I’m not sure if it’s good.”

I shifted so that I could see her better. “What is it?”

“Awa. W-well, I know that Light Aspect mana is supposed to be easy to use, but it’s kind of… weak. But there are things like focusing lenses and prisms and such. I think I could tinker a way to make it better.”

“Like a laser?” I asked.

Awen blinked. “You know what those are?”

“Yeah, we used them to annoy cats where I’m from.”

Orange raised her head from my lap and kind of just stared. She was not impressed. She stood up, walked across my tummy, climbed over Awen, then spun around and sat on my face.

“Orange! No!”

After snatching Orange off of my face, then punishing her with kisses and hugs for a moment, I resettled on the bed with Awen tucked up against my side.

“Only one class left,” I said.

“Awa, the puppet one?”


Puppeteer


You have strings and now you’re free. The Puppeteer ties others to themselves, not the other way around. The subtlest motions can have the most profound effects... Now dance, the show must go on!


Class Specializations:


Thread Manipulation

Body Stitching

Performing Presentation


Do you wish to unlock your second class?


“Hrm,” I said.

“Hrm,” Awen repeated.

“I think I’m going to go for the Wonderlander class,” I said. “It sounds like it suits me better.”

“Okay!” Awen said. “It does sound very, um, exciting.”

Grinning, I poked at Mister Menu and waited for just a moment. A shiver ran through me, from the tip of my poofy ears all the way down to my toes.


Ding! You are now a
 Wonderlander
!


Health +5


Stamina +5


Mana +10


Resilience +5


Flexibility +15


Magic +5


“It’s done!” I said.

Awen giggled and Orange flopped onto the bed’s pillow in celebration.

“Now we all have second classes. How neat is that?”

“Awa, it’s very, um, neat. I didn’t think I’d ever get to reach anything past my first evolution,” Awen said. “Now I’m going to be a glass cannon too, and Amaryllis will, um, make puppets out of people with electricity.”

“That does sound like something that’ll make Amaryllis even scarier,” I said

The bedroom’s door squeaked open and Amaryllis walked in backwards, wings carrying a small stack of books. “So, I’m scary, but not enough that you won’t talk about me when I’m not around,” she said as she stomped off towards the dining table set to one corner. “I found help.”

“Um, hello!”

I blinked and sat up straighter. I recognized the voice. Even better, I recognized the young woman that followed Amaryllis into the room.

She walked with her hands woven together over her tummy, and her eyes were focusing more on the floor than the rest of the room. She was wearing a light cloak over tough-looking travelling clothes. Still, for all that her face was partially hidden by her cloak, it did nothing to hide the two big ears sticking out of the top of her head.

“Booksie?” I asked.

The bookshop owner looked up. “Miss Broccoli?” she asked. Her eyes locked onto my ears and I saw her expression twist with confusion. “You’re a bun?”

I hopped to my feet, a smile tugging at my cheeks. “I am now! What’re you doing in Rosenbell?”

Booksie’s eyes snapped away from me. “I’m heading home. I just had to stop here on the way back. It’s a quick stop, nothing else.”

“Home to Port Royal?” I asked.

“No,” she said. Then, quicker. “Were you a bun last time we spoke? I can’t remember seeing your ears, but I think you were wearing a hat at the time?”

“I wasn’t a bun back then,” I said. “I’ve only had the ears for a few hours now. Ah, I guess that’s why Amaryllis asked you to come… she did ask you to come, right?”

“I offered her money,” Amaryllis said.

I huffed. “You can’t fix every problem with money, Amaryllis.”

The harpy snorted. “That sounds like poor people talk.”

Awen sat up, hands running across her clothes to straighten them. “Awa, who’s your friend?” Awen asked.

“Oh, right!” I said. “Awen, this is Booksie, she owns a bookstore in Port Royal.”

Booksie’s smile faltered a little and she went back to staring at the floor. “Used to own. I’m just a normal bun now, on my way to Cinderrun. But that’s not what matters. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Awen.”

“Awa, the pleasure’s mine,” Awen said.

“What happened to your store?” I asked.

Booksie shook her head. “It’s not important,” she said. “Miss Amaryllis said that you needed help with something, and I think I can see the problem. People don’t usually just turn into buns, not as far as I’ve read.”

“Were you born a bun?” I asked. I was definitely going to find out what happened to her store, but only when she was ready to tell me.

“I was,” Booksie said. “And my mother before me, and my grandfather before her. If a bun mates with a human, their offspring is going to be a bun.”

“Awesome,” I said. Any babies I had would have widdle little ears and a fluffy tail? I couldn’t say no to that! “So there are a bunch of buns out there?”

Booksie smiled a little wistfully. “We have our little corners. Most buns are well treated. And we have a good reputation for, ah, most things.” She flushed a little at that. “If you don’t mind, how did you become a bun yourself? An artefact? Some magic that went… strange? A class evolution?”

I nodded, then reached both hands up to stop my bunny ears from flopping. If only they could stay as fixed as my normal ears. “Yeah. My class changed to Cinnamon Bun Bun, and now I have these, and ah, a tail.”

“Oh,” Booksie said. “Well, then it’s probably nothing to worry about. You still have human ears? Any xenophobe will be able to tell that you weren’t born a bun, so there’s that.”

“Oh, um, okay,” I said. “Did you wanna sit? We can talk some more over tea or something. I guess if there’s no way to lose the ears, I might as well learn a bit about bun culture and such.”

“Sure!” Booksie said. She took off her hood, which was quite involved with the big ears and all, and placed it off to the side. In the full light of the room, I could easily make out all the marks around her eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping, and I didn’t think it was because she was binge reading until four in the morning.

My ears could wait, I had a new friend to cheer up!


Chapter Thirty-Seven

The Lowest Low

I hummed to myself as I took out my kettle and set it on the table. The inn people had left a pitcher of water for us to use, so I didn’t have to worry about filling it. I still used a bit of cleaning magic on the water, just in case.

“So, Booksie,” I asked as I fished around my backpack for some chamomile. “Where are you staying?”

“Ah, well, that’s… when Miss Albatross found me, I was looking to sell a few books. I intended to purchase an inn room for the night.”

“Is Rosenbell a big market for books?” I asked.

“No,” Booksie said.

She was sitting on the bed that Amaryllis had picked for herself, hands under her thighs and focus, more often than not, on the floor.

“It was rather anemic,” Amaryllis said. “The selection they did have was lacking, and geared more towards… whatever it is that interests the humans around here. Though I did find a few books on puppetry. It’s something of a local hobby.”

“Neat,” I said as I added leaves to the tea and started to pour mana into my kettle while gently swirling it around. The water started to warm up.

“Ah, I don’t want to impose on you,” Booksie said. “But Miss Albatross said that you needed my assistance with certain things?”

“It’s mostly because of my ears and tail,” I said. “But if they’re not going to be a problem, then I guess I can live with them. What can you tell me about buns? I mean, their culture and stuff?”

Booksie nodded. “A fair bit, I think. We’re mostly found in Pyrowalk, though there are some who take to the seas. I’ve travelled far from home to build my shop and collect interesting books. We do tend to have a lot of members with wanderlust, but that might not be because we’re buns.”

“Why is it, then?” I asked.

“Buns don’t really have a nation? We’re just a people… no I can’t say we’re even that. There are buns all across Pyrowalk, from Cinderrun to Southerfell, and at every level. We even have nobles.” She shifted, hands dropping onto her lap. “Some people don’t like buns, but it’s not that common.”

“I would hope not, judging people just because they have more ears than you is silly,” I said.

Amaryllis flipped through a few pages of one of the books she’d bought, then set it aside. “I’m going to go get us some food. Awen, want to give me a hand?”

“Ah, certainly,” Awen said. She bounced off my bed and soon my two friends were out of the room, their footfalls turning distant as they made their way down to the inn’s first floor.

“So, Booksie,” I said as I let go of the kettle. “Would you mind telling me what happened to your bookstore?”

Booksie tensed. “I just… I just thought that selling it would be best.”

“Oh,” I said. “I thought that maybe the bookstore was a dream of yours or something,” I said.

I saw the bun swallow, her head turning away so that one of her ears hid her eyes from me. “It was,” she said.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay,” I said.

She shook her head. “I suspect you have your own troubles.”

“My troubles are never as important as my friends,” I said. “We’ve only known each other for a bit, but I’d like to think that we could become the best of friends!”

Catherine ‘Booksie’ Cabbage

Desired Quality: Someone who appreciates a good book and who has a romantic heart.

Dream: To run the grandest bookstore in the world. To reopen her store.

Her name was Catherine? Maybe her parents had a sense of humour. I could sympathise.

Booksie smiled, small and timid and wonderful. “I think I might like that,” she said. With a heavy sigh, Booksie resettled herself on the bed. “If you open a business in Port Royal, there are certain taxes you need to pay. The rent is high too, but I managed to pay both. It wasn’t the most successful shop, but I made due. And it was great! I had plenty of customers I got to know and enjoy, and some knew that I could get the best books from Pyrowalk and… and it’s all gone now.”

I got up, walked over to her side, and then paused. “Do buns like hugs?” I asked.

“We do,” Booksie said.

“Oh, good,” I said before plopping myself down next to her and giving her a big sideways hug. Our ears squished together, which felt weird, but not bad weird.

Booksie giggled. “I think you might fit right in,” she said.

“Good! I wouldn’t mind making a bunch of new friends. Now how can we get your shop back?”

The door opened and Amaryllis strode in with two trays balanced in each hand. She looked at me for a moment, then shook her head. “I walk in on you and Awen on the same bed, then an hour later it’s you and the book seller? People are going to start talking, Broccoli.”

“Because I like cuddles?” I asked.

Awen followed Amaryllis into the room, holding onto her own trays. She stared even harder than Amaryllis did.

Amaryllis sighed. “Idiot,” she said. “Come eat. The slop they serve here looks vaguely palatable. It had better be for the price they’re charging for it.”

“Things are expensive here?” I asked.

“It’s the tournament,” Booksie said as she got up. “There are lots of people here for that alone. It runs all day tomorrow, or most of the day anyway. It’s kind of a big deal. I was hoping to catch a ride with one of the airships heading out west the day after.”

“Oh, maybe we could watch? We’re kind of stuck here all day tomorrow anyway,” I said.

“Sure,” Amaryllis said. “It could be enlightening. There’s also a puppet show that I want to see.”

“Awa, that sounds nice,” Awen said.

The moment I sat down, Awen moved to the seat next to me, placing me between her and Amaryllis, so I gestured to the seat across from me. “Sit?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t want to impose,” Booksie said.

“Oh, come on, it’s just a bit of food. And you could tell us about your shop. I’m sure we could help. If nothing else, Amaryllis is loaded.”

“Moron,” Amaryllis said. “What’s this about a shop?” She turned to the side when Orange hopped onto the table and installed herself in optimal scratching range, which meant right in front of her plate.

Booksie gave in and sat across from me. She shifted a little in her seat and I found myself doing the same. Chairs and tails didn’t mix all that well. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s… I wish I could say it’s a long story, but it truly isn’t.”

We paused for a moment as plates and food were shifted about and soon I was licking my lips as I eyed a nice bit of chicken next to a heaping of veggies all covered in some sort of sauce.

“Well, tell us everything,” Amaryllis said. “You seem out of place over here, so it must be quite the story.”

“Ah, yeah,” Booksie said as she chewed on a bit of carrot. “My store did alright for some time. I was happy, and I was making enough to get by. Then the… ah, I think they called themselves the street protection crew… Stopped by. They told me that I needed to pay them for additional safety or else things would start to happen.”

“Oh no,” I said.

Booksie looked away. “I’m just a single bun, living all on my own above my shop. I… I paid at first, but then the price went up, and I couldn’t afford to pay them one week. Someone broke in and took some things. I managed to fix everything, and I kept on paying from then on, but the price just kept climbing.”

We were all quiet for a moment before I shook my head and smacked a hand on the table next to my plate. “Well, that just wasn’t nice. Did you tell the police? The guards?”

“Ah, I did, but… I think they’re being paid not to make a fuss about it. Things in the east end of Port Royal are fairly safe, but the gangs from the Scumways tend to spill out a lot. Things like extortion tend to take a long time to get the attention of the people running the city. In the end, I took what money I could and I ran. I couldn’t afford the next payment, not while running my business.”

“Disgusting,” Amaryllis said.

I nodded and took an angry chomp of my chicken, then almost immediately spat it out. “Oh, yuck,” I said.

Booksie stared at my place, then began to titter. “Oh no, I forgot to tell you.”

“Tell me what?” I asked as I poked the meat. Had it been undercooked?

“Buns are omnivores like humans, but we generally avoid meats. We can eat meat, but it’ll upset your stomach if you eat lots. I never saw what the big appeal was with meat anyway. It tests a bit strange.”

I stared at the chicken on my plate, then, with a disappointed sigh, I lifted my plate and slid it onto Awen’s. “I like meat,” I lamented.

Amaryllis gave my back a pat. “It happens?” she tried.

I shook my head and bit into a bit of lettuce. At least that still tasted good. “Well, we need to help you,” I said to Booksie. “I’m sure we could get the attention of the authorities in Port Royal if we tried.”

“That would be nice, but I can’t ask that from you,” Booksie said.

I hummed as I nibbled on more lettuce. It really was good. Maybe it was fresh? I took a bit more from the plates in the middle of the table. “We’ll figure something out, don’t you worry.”

“As much as I admire your… you-ness, Broccoli, Booksie here is a stranger to us. We can’t just go all out to help her.”

“Awa,” Awen said. “No, no we can. Um. If you find someone that needs a friend, you’re supposed to help them. R-right Broccoli?”

I bumped shoulders with Awen. “That’s right! We can help, so we should. And besides, other than helping Rwahrexdee, we don’t have any plans, right?”

“We don’t,” Amaryllis said. “But I’m sure we could find something more profitable to do with our time. No offence, miss Booksie.”

“None taken?”

“Bah. Maybe we could buy part of Booksie’s business. Then we could profit from her winnings in a few years when she’s the biggest and best store in Port Royal. No… on Dirt!” I said.

Amaryllis tapped her chin with a talon. “That’s not the worst idea you’ve ever spouted. We’d need a lot of capital though. I have some gold on me, but not an infinite amount, and the cost of hiring guards and fixing Miss Booksie’s shop, or bribing the city guard so that they do their jobs… that’s beyond what I have on me.”

I hummed. “We could gamble for more? I have… six gold left? I think.”

“Gamble,” Amaryllis deadpanned.

“Yup. With the tournament tomorrow!”

“And what if we can’t pay up?” Amaryllis asked.

“We only gamble the gold we have. And if someone tries to, uh, extort us or something, we can ask Rhawrexdee for help?”

Amaryllis blinked, then shrugged. “I’m in.”

“Awa, I, I think I’m okay with that? I just want to, um, be around.”

“Great!” I said. “See Booksie, everything’ll work out.”

“I… thank you, Broccoli. Truly.”

Grinning, I picked up my tea kettle, set some mugs in a neat row, and filled them up one by one.

Ding! For repeating a Special Action a sufficient number of times you have unlocked the class skill: Tea Making!

“Huh.”

“What now?” Amaryllis asked.

“I got a new skill! Tea making.”

Amaryllis smacked herself with a wing. “I don’t think gambling is such a good idea anymore, not with that kind of luck.”

“Hey, it could be useful?” I said before taking a sip of my tea. I might have let it steep too long.

Tea Making

F - 07%

The ability to make tea

“Okay, so maybe not,” I said as I took another sip. “Still better than Adorable.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

The Bun in the Arena

“Thank you!” I said to the old shopkeep. The man grinned at me and pocketed the few coppers I’d left on his counter with a swipe.

They were coppers well spent. I tossed one of the little sacks full of tea leaves I’d bought into the air and then caught it before turning to my friends.

“Okay, so this is my plan,” I said.

All four of us—the girls and Booksie… who was also a girl but not yet ‘one of the girls’—were a block away from the square where the tournament would take place. Even from as far as we were, I could hear the excited babble in the air as hundreds of people gathered for the show.

“I’m gonna make some tea,” I said. “Lots of tea. And you three can sell that tea to the people watching the show for a few coppers each. I’ll betcha we’ll make tons of money in no time.”

“You think that, huh?” Amaryllis asked.

I was sensing some doubt. Lots of doubt.

“It’s a dumb idea,” Amaryllis said.

I slumped.

“Not only will you only raise, at most, a few dozen sil, you’re also putting yourself at risk. Do you know how many grabby men will be in those stands? I don’t want to see Awen carried off to a cell because she placed a bolt into some young fool whose hands wandered further than his eyes.”

Awen nodded. “That would be bad. Um. Not that I’d kill someone… in public like that.”

I slumped. “Darn,” I said.

Amaryllis rolled her eyes and patted my shoulder. “It’s not that big a deal. It’s not even that bad an idea. C’mon. We can get some tickets in one of the boxes and you can sell some tea to the people there, at least.”

“Really?!” I asked. I felt my ears perking up on my head and rubbing against the two holes I had Awen drill into the top of my hat.

I kept idly juggling my tea bag as I followed Amaryllis out of the general goods store and towards the centre of the town. There didn’t seem to be tickets or anything like that. Instead, a row of guards were blocking off the entrances to the square and demanding payment up front to allow people in.

A flash of gold on Amaryllis’ part and we were let in and even escorted through the rougher parts of the crowd by a friendly young guardsman.

There were so many people trying to fit into the square that moving was a bit of a chore, but as we arrived at the back of part of the stadium and were guided towards a wooden staircase, the crowds lessened a little.

“Ohh,” I said as I stepped onto the top of a viewing platform. There were three rows of benches with enough room for maybe fifty or so people, though there were only half as many attendees in the box when we arrived. The back and sides had waist-high walls to keep people from falling, but the front only had a little rail across it.

I could see the arena below, a ten by ten meter square of what looked like granite raised out of the middle of the town’s square, with rails all around it and, a few meters back, huge boxes built in tiers where people were standing and milling about.

Unlike the stadiums back home, there wasn’t any seating down below. Chairs, apparently, were for the people able to afford the nicer boxed seats.

“Awa, there has to be a thousand people here,” Awen said as she stared across the throng of people.

I caught sight of harpies, cervids and sylphs, even a few grenoil standing tall to see the stage. And, of course, there were lots of humans.

Amaryllis was quite smug as she sat down in the front row, and soon Awen and I joined her. Booksie paused for a moment before sitting down too. I was a little worried that she would feel bad, but she was smiling. Maybe she would be swept away in the fun and would forget her worries for a bit.

I set down my pack halfway under my bit of the bench, pulled out my tea kettle, and started to warm up a few cupfulls of water.

“Are you still doing that?” Amaryllis asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Might as well grind the skill,” I said.

I was just passing my friends some steaming hot mugs of their own when a shadow paused before me. When I looked up, it was to meet the wide eyes of the portly town mayor. He was standing next to a tall, skinny man who was all bones and who had a big bushy mustache riding his upper lip. “Um, hi?” I said.

“Ah, yes, hello,” the mayor said as he doffed his hat. He looked to my friends, then back to me. “Are you… ah, but you didn’t have the ears. But… perhaps disguise magic?”

“I’m sorry, but, what?”

The mayor shook his head and plopped his hat back on. “Forgive me dear, but, ah, could you perhaps tell me.” He paused and licked his lips. “Did you happen to, um, converse with a dragon, say, yesterday afternoon.”

“Oh, yeah, that was me,” I said with a nod.

“Ah, yes, you… seemed familiar, but you weren’t wearing the same thing,” he said.

“A girl can own multiple sets of clothing,” I said. Though… I wasn’t currently one of those girls.

The mayor nodded along. “Of course, of course,” he said before looking at my head.

I realized he was looking at my ears. “Oh. Yeah, those are new.”

“Ah,” he said.

“Now now, we’re hardly being polite, now are we,” said the man next to the mayor. “Hello my dearest and my dearest’s friends. I am Zac John Honenheim, but everyone calls me Zac.” He took my hand and gave the back of it a smooth kiss. “A pleasure to meet you!”

“Hi!” I said. “I’m Broccoli Bunch, this is Awen, and that’s Amaryllis, and this is Booksie!”

“Gorgeous, all of you,” Zac said with a huge grin. “Why if I could parade you in front of these crowds I wouldn’t need to put on a show at all!”

“Thanks? I think?”

“Indeed! Tell me miss Bunch, are you a fighter? A bit of a daringdoer?” He asked with a waggle of his eyebrows.

“A bit, I guess.”

“My! Did you hear that, James my old pal! She’s got some fight in her yet!” Zac said to the mayor before turning back to me. “Tell me miss Bunch, how would you like to make a quick copper?”

I blinked. “Um. That would be nice, but we’re looking for ways to make quick gold right now, not copper.”

“Hah!” Zac barked. “Aren’t we all? Tell you what. You seem to be the subject of a lot of gossip right now. Lots of chit and chat and so on. Now, that’s an opportunity we can’t miss out on! I just so happen to be missing one of the lads that’s supposed to fight this morning. Fellow in the tenth level, ate something disagreeable. That means I have a slot in my tournament line up, a Bunch-shaped slot.”

“Oh, I see,” I said. I was already shaking my head. “I’m not really into hurting people, I’m afraid.”

“No one gets hurt in a Hohenheim tournament my dear; it injures me to even hear you say as much! No no, we have the very best healers from the Slyphfree mountains and our very stage is enchanted to prevent mortal wounds. You’ll be as safe as a rabbit in its burrow.”

I looked at my friends. Booksie looked amused, and Awen was wide-eyed in either shock or awe at Zac’s presence. But it was Amaryllis’ reaction that I really wanted to know. She was smart, smarter than I was at least, and I trusted her judgment.

“If you want to,” Amaryllis siad. “But not before discussing price.”

“Oh, a shrewd one!” Zac said. “Five sil a fight. And of course the entire prize if you win your bracket.”

“Single eliminations?” Amaryllis asked.

“Indeed.”

“Then that’s chump change. Two gold per fight.”

“Tw—my dear lady,” Zac said as he slapped his hands over his heart. “As beautiful and blessed as Miss Bunch may be, is she truly worth so much gold?”

“Ask the dragon she scared off.”

Zac considered that for a moment. “One gold.”

“One and five pure silver.”

“One gold, and then five pures atop every fight she wins. So one gold in the first, then one and five, then one and ten and so on,” Zac said.

Amaryllis hummed. “How many rounds?”

“Four my dear,” was the quick reply.

Amaryllis nodded. “If she wants it. Swindle us and we’re telling our dragon friend. You pay whether or not she wins. And if she’s injured after your precious little healers are done fixing up her bruises, I will copy any wounds onto your flesh.” She smiled even as her feathers puffed out and little snaps of electricity sparked in the air.

Zac blinked, his smile growing a little faint, and the mayor looked a little pale. “P-pardon?” he mumbled.

“Cool!” I said. “I never fought in an exhibition match, but I’m sure my experience will help,” I said.

“Your experience with exhibiting yourself?” Amaryllis asked.

I huffed at her. But when Zac extended a hand at me, I shook. That much gold could help Booksie a lot, and it did sound like a lot of fun. That, and if the fights were so civilised, then I was sure I could tap out if things became a little too hairy.

I downed my cup of tea, then hopped to my feet. “Where to?” I asked.

“Ah-hah, we have a room for our brave combatants to wait in! Follow me!”

I waved goodbye to my friends and followed Zac as he rushed down the stairs two at a time. The mayor was left wringing his hands behind us, but Amaryllis was soon grilling him. “This year’s group is very exciting! Some real crowd pleasers. I think we’ll have ourselves a rousing success!”

“That sounds great,” I said. I got to the bottom of the steps and straightened my skirts. I had to at least make an effort to look good. “Ah, I didn’t bring my shovel!” I said.

“Your shovel?” Zac asked as he led me towards out of the area around the square and towards a large brick house set to the side of the square, the very one that had had a bell tower the day before.

“My weapon,” I said.

“No worries dear! The only weapons we allow our combatants to use are those enchanted to be quite harmless. Ah, I hope you’ll give the other fighters the same courtesy. We’re here to put on a show, not spill—too much—blood.”

“I get it,” I said. “Kind of like boxing back home, I guess.”

Zac nodded to two people standing by the doors to the building, then barged in without so much as a knock. “I return!” he cheered.

The room was filled with people, nearly all of them—with the exception of three straight-back sylphs in one corner—were wearing armour of one sort or another. The men were bare chested, showing off oiled muscles, and the women were all huge amazons that looked like they could punch someone through a wall.

There were a few mages, and one or two shifty looking folks wearing lots of loose clothes while they stalked the darker corners of the room.

“Everyone, this is miss Bunch! She’s going to replace Jimmy today!”

A lot of very unfriendly eyes turned my way.

Part of me wanted to back off and nope out. But that part of me knew that I’d never make friends with that kind of attitude. I took a deep breath, made sure I was wearing my best smile, then stepped up. “Hello! I’m Broccoli!” I said. “Let’s have lots of fun!”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Altering the Deal

“Have you been a, um, fighter for long?” I asked one of the big amazon-looking women.

She sighed and turned away from me. “Talk to me once you’ve cut your teeth, kid,” she said.

“I cut things with my teeth just fine!” I pouted, but there were plenty of others to chat to. I skipped over to the shadow-y-est part of the room. “Hello!” I said to the two people in dark cloaks hiding in the dark. “You guys look really sneaky. That’s cool!”

They turned towards each other, then edged deeper into the shadowed recesses of the room.

Well, okay, that was a pretty clear message.

I rocked back and forth on the balls of my feet and took in all the people in the room getting ready to fight. Some were stretching, others were standing and chatting in low tones. Some seemed to be praying or slowly going through katas or practicing with some magic, motes of mana swirling around them. A few of the calmer ones were reading or quietly smoking next to a window that was open a crack.

The crowds outside were getting excited. I could hear the pop-pop of fireworks and what I suspected was Zac stoking the crowd into an uproar.

I counted about sixty or so people across three rooms that were joined together by some corridors. There was a fourth room, a sort of armoury, but it was guarded by a pair of big guys who only let people in for a minute or so before they exited with a weapon.

Was I supposed to grab one too?

“Okay you nitwits!” someone called.

I turned to find a chubby man in a long coat standing by the door, arms in the air to catch people’s attention.

“You should know how this works by now. But for our newcomers, and those of you who got too plastered and forgot, let me explain right quick. We’re doing this by brackets. You get called up, you exit. A guard will bring you to your side of the arena. Zac says some nice things about how pretty your eyes are, and you wave to the crowds. Make a show of it. Then it’s on the stage and when the bell tolls, you handle your aggression between each other. You hear?” he asked.

There was a mumble of assent. I nodded along. It sounded simple enough. I could do it.

“Now remember, no decapitation!”

What?

“Broccoli, Arugula, you two are up!” the man shouted. He spun on a heel and stomped out of the building, the sounds of music and cheering loud for just a moment as the door opened and closed.

I stood for a moment, feeling just a little faint.

Then someone big and hard bumped my shoulder hard and I had to step fast not to fall. I looked up to a huge man wearing thick pauldrons and armoured greeves and little else. “Get going, girl,” he growled at me.

I swallowed but resisted the temptation to shy away from him. I wasn’t someone just anyone could bully! And just because he was taller than I was… my eyes widened. With my new ears, I was technically taller than he was! I was now at model height!

I followed Arugula out of the waiting area, then stopped as a wall of sound and scents hit me. There had to be some magic around the door keeping the worst of it out, because the sounds outside were crazy.

We were behind one of the taller platforms where large trunk-sized pieces of wood held up the stalls that were trembling as people cheered. An explosion from above had me looking up in time to see a fireball the size of a house detonating some hundred meters up. Sparks and embers rained down from the sky, winking out a few dozen feet off the ground.

Then a spiralling pillar of water shot into the air and burst apart, turning into a huge flower for just a moment before the image broke apart.

A few scattered drops dripped across my face.

“Miss Broccoli?” a young man with a clipboard asked.

“Oh, yeah!” I said, snapping my attention back to the ground. It was busy behind all of the crowds. There were little stalls where cooks were working up a frenzy to make little hot-dog like treats and popping corn. Others were quickly filling some bottles from large wine kegs and giving them to younger people in colourful outfits with bells on who were carrying boxes with prices next to them.

Guards were rushing around, and I saw a group of what had to be mages marching by. I caught a snippet about ‘magic flares’ and ‘illusions’ before they brushed by.

“This way, miss!” the young man said. He tapped my shoulder and nodded ahead before he took off.

I had to jog to keep up.

I was never the sort to get nervous in front of a crowd. In school, whenever we did group stuff, I often got to be the one to present things. I was a bit of an extrovert sometimes. Still, stepping out from between two of the stadium’s stalls only to see what had to be well over a thousand people standing up and cheering had my heart beating fast and my tummy flip-flopped a few times.

“Whoa,” I said, but the sound was lost as a familiar voice boomed out from above.

Standing on a floating platform lined by runes, with Zac, his outfit looking fresh and his smile radiant as he gestured for the crowd to be quieter. “Everyone! Welcome to Rosenbells thirty-second annual grand tournament!”

If I had thought it loud before, the noise now was outright deafening. I reached up and pulled my bun ears down. It helped a bit.

The boy with the clipboard placed his hands on my shoulders and guided me to a ramp next to the stage. “Go up when he calls you!” he shouted.

I nodded.

“Ladies and Gentlemen! We are about to begin! We will rotate until all sixty-four of our fighters across four brackets have cycled through! You will see legends born, blood spilled, and entrails spread out across the ground!”

“What?” I asked the clipboard guy. He blinked at me as if he didn’t understand. “I want to keep my entrails,” I explained.

“Then win!” he shouted back before tapping my shoulder and walking off a half dozen steps.

I was alone next to the stage.

When the cheering began to calm down a little, Zac gestured to the far end of the stage from me. “Our first brave warrior to enter the arena today! Arugula! The Bloodletter!”

Arugula jumped onto the stage, spread his arms wide, then bent his back until he was facing the sky. He roared, a bestial sound that shook the air and that had some of the kids watching squeaking in terror.

He beat his exposed chest and stomped around in a tight circle screaming to the crowds who screamed right back. He reached behind his belt and pulled out a foot-long piece of wood with a spikey ball at the end. A twist of his hand and the ball fell, only stopping when the braided cord holding it snapped taut.

He spun the flail around, then smacked it into his own hand. Blood spurted out of his palm, coving the flail’s head and splashing onto the ground.

“Magnificient!” Zac shouted. “It seems Arugula’s thirst for blood knows no bounds!”

The man on stage wiped a bloody hand across his face, then roared again.

I had a sudden pressing need to be elsewhere.

Then someone shoved me from behind and I stumbled up the ramp and onto the stage. I turned, spotting the clipboard boy wearing a blank expression as he betrayed me.

A glowing semi-transparent wall appeared before me, blocking me from exiting the arena, then another appeared to one side, then the other. Soon there were walls all around and I was stuck on the stage with a grinning Arugula.

“Hailing from mysterious lands comes today’s strangest contestant! The Dragon speaker, the happiest Bun in the West! Broccoli Bunch!”

The crowd cheered.

I smiled weakly and waved.

“Aww, isn’t she just adorable?” Zac asked. “Like a bunny smiling at a wolf! Let us see how she fares!

Arugula pointed at me with his bloody hand. “I am going to end you!” he shouted.

“C-can’t we just be friends?” I asked.

Arugula

Desired Quality: A punching bag.

Dream: To rip an opponent in half before a crowd of horrified onlookers.

I wanted to run, but there were walls all around. Arugula didn’t seem keen on negotiating. I… I had to fight? No, there had to be a time limit. I could drag it out. But that would be hard. Really hard.

But I could do it! People would see that I didn’t wanna fight, and they’d stop it!

“Begin!” Zac shouted.

I stared up at the man. Wasn’t he meant to explain the rules? To rile up the crowd some more?

It was only the crowd screaming that gave me the time to react. I dove to the side, barely avoiding the head of the flail as it swiped through where I’d just been.

Arugula twisted around and his flail spun a quick orbit around him to come whipping back at me. I hopped over the swing, then landed and rolled as far from the man as I could.

“Just stand still!” he roared.

Swallowing, I back up towards the middle of one wall, then tapped it with a closed fist. It was as hard as stone, but slicker.

No good.

Arugula ran at me, charging headlong like a mad bull. I jumped up, planted a foot on his head, and skipped over him to land in the middle of the arena. The extra shove at the back of Arugula’s head sent him sprawling into the wall with a dull thud.

The crowd roared with laughter.

“Oh hoh! The bunny is mocking Arugula! Is he too weak for her tastes?” Zac asked. “We can only hope that the man caught an eyeful from under that pretty skirt in passing!”

I glared up at Zac. That man was rude.

My glare turned into wide-eyed shock as Arugula turned and came rushing back at me. His flail was glowing now.

I spun out of its path, then gasped as I watched the head smack into the ground so hard it left a crater. Some sort of flail skill? Oh, that wasn’t good.

“Are your friends watching, little bunny?” Arugula growled as he began to pace around me, he held his flail by the rope, spinning in around and around with helicopter-beats.

A glance up and to the side showed Amaryllis, Awen and Booksie standing by the edge of their box. They looked worried.

“I wonder, will they be disappointed that you’re so weak?” He grinned. “I could make it easy for you. No more dodging, just me, and your blood, and this arena covered in it.”

I tightened my jaw. “You don’t want to be my friend, do you?” I asked.

Arugula snorted. “Sure I do. You can become friends with my flail.”

I felt a frown pulling my brows together. “No. That’s not what friendship is like. And this isn’t what I thought these fights would be like.”

“Oh, did you think they’d be fun and ga—” Arugula paused mid word to lunge forwards, his flair a glowing line that tried to connect with my gut.

I danced around the head, spun closer to Arugula, stepped around a poorly aimed kick, then ducked under an attempt to grab me by the throat. Another few quick steps and I was behind and past him. The crowd applauded whooped and hollered.

“Fine, I’ll show you that we can fight, and have fun at the same time,” I said. “It might hurt a little, but there won’t be anything too bad. It’s like sparring, kinda,”

Arugula rushed at me again.

I shook my head. The man lacked imagination, that was his biggest problem. Maybe I could show him a few tricks?


Chapter Fourty

Git Good

I kept my distance from Arugula while I studied him. He was quick on the charge, but not faster than I was. His flail gave him decent range and a lot of power to his strikes, but after the initial hit it was slow to come back and strike again.

He was tough too, but that was physically. Mentally he seemed a bit… off. Which I realized was a very rude thing to think about someone and I’d have to apologize once I was done beating him up to teach him how to have fun.

“Alright Broc,” I muttered to myself. “Just need to git gud.”

I rolled forwards, ended on the balls of my feet, and shot straight up and out of the reach of Arugula’s falling flail.

The man roared as he looked up to follow my path.

It made it extra easy to land with my feet up on his shoulders.

Strong he might have been, but he couldn’t handle all of my weight dragging him back and down. Just as he started to tip back, arms swinging around to try and bat me off, I swung myself backwards so that I was standing almost perpendicular to his chest. Then I fired a burst of stamina into a jump.

I went up into the air.

Arugula went in the opposite direction.

He landed hard on his back, flail clattering to the ground next to him.

“Ohh, the little bunny has some bite. Arugula, on his back, prone as can be! But Broccoli isn’t taking it. What is she waiting for?” Zac shouted from above. The crowd was eating it up. I just found it kind of grating.

“See how I did that?” I asked. “I tried not to hurt you, and now you’ve learnt an important lesson! This is how sparring should be,” I said.

“I’m going to kill you!” Arugula roared as he jumped to his feet. “And when I’m done with you, I’m going to pluck the wings off that bird you were with, and that little blonde one? Oh, I’m going to have fun with her!”

My smile froze.

Balling my hands into fists, I stomped over to the man. “Mister Arugula, you can’t just say things like that. You shouldn’t even be thinking about them,” I said as I side stepped a vertical swipe from his flail.

I reached out and grabbed his wrist.

He grabbed my arm with his other hand. “Got you,” he growled.

I smiled back. “You sure did.”

I bunched up my legs under me and, using his arm as a sort of pivot, spun around so that I was hanging sideways, feet towards his tummy.

Then I kicked as hard as I could.

Arugula sprayed me with spit as he bent over double. He let go of my arm and let me fall, but I wasn’t over with him yet.

Twisting around in mid-air, I landed on my hands, then pushed stamina into them to throw myself back into the air, all while still spinning.

When I reached the apex of my jump, I wrenched myself around and shot out with one foot in a sort of horizontal roundhouse that ended with the heel of my sneaker impacting Arugula’s chin.

The man crumpled.

I landed and spun around to bleed off the excess energy from my jump. It ended with me standing above Arugula, both hands on my hips. “Are you okay?” I asked.

Ding! For repeating a Special Action a sufficient number of times you have unlocked the general skill: Kicking Combat Proficiency!

“Oh, that’s neat,” I said.


Ding! Four of your current skills are eligible for Merging: Hopping, Kicking Combat Proficiency, Physical Manakinesis, Makeshift Weapons Proficiency
.

“World’s tits she knocked that man out cold! Arugula the bloodletter is out! And without so much as a drop of Broccoli’s blood spilled!” Zac shouted.

The walls went down around the arena and the sound of the crowd, once muted, hit me like a battering ram. I winced, but smiled and waved all the same.

It was a mistake, waving just made them cheer all the louder.

I gave up on that and instead used a bit of cleaning magic to get rid of the sweat I’d built up and the bit of spit Arugula had sprayed when I’d hit him. I was about to check in the man when a team of sylphs jumped onto the stage and rushed over to his side. They pressed glowing hands into his side until one of them, the one with the fanciest hat, nodded. “He’s clear,” he said.

“Ma’am, do you need assistance?” another sylph asked.

I shook my head. “No, thanks, my hit points are full,” I said. He nodded and moved over to the others who were tapping Arugula on the cheeks and waking him up.

I looked up to see Zac, still talking to the crowds and cheering them on into greater fervor. I needed to have a talk with him, and my friends.

“Ma’am, this way,” clipboard guy said as he ran up to me. He none-too-gently started to push me towards the back of the arena.

“Hey!” I said. “I wanted to go see my friends.” I pointed to the stands where my friends were cheering, Awen, surprisingly, loudest of them all. I could hear her ‘I love you Broccoli’ from all the way down where I was.

“You’ll have the opportunity to see them during the intermission. We can’t allow you to wander until then.”

I wanted to disagree, but it would have been impolite, and the next thing I knew I was being pushed into the large waiting room.

“Huh,” the large amazon I’d spoken to before was the first to speak. “You made it. And you’re not even covered in blood.”

I tried on a smile, if only to hide my bit of annoyance. “I have Cleaning,” I explained before stepping deeper into the room. I was soon ignored by all the other fighters again. After the fight I just had, that suited me just fine.

Stepping deeper into the building and past the armory, I found a little kitchenette area at the back. It was a little rude to just use someone else’s kettle, but I had a bag of tea on me still and I could really use a moment to calm down. So I set some water to boil atop a little rune-powered stove in one corner and sat down to think.

First, the fight. For all that it had been violent, and a little scary, it was also fun. Was I becoming some sort of adrenaline junkie?

Nah, that couldn’t be. It was just some normal fun, like sports but a bit more physical.

I shook my head and looked at my notifications.


You have two Merge Skills available.


Way of the Killer Bun
 - Hopping, Kicking Combat Proficiency, Makeshift Weapons Proficiency

Way of the Mystic Bun
 - Hopping, Kicking Combat Proficiency, Physical Manakinesis

Those… both sounded kind of cool. I frowned and tried to bring up more information about them, but got nothing for my efforts.

The kettle started to whistle so I pulled it off and poured the tea into a cup I’d snatched from a cupboard. It tasted pretty good once I’d blown it cool.

So, two merge skills. And I could only pick the one? I’d be losing some skills, but Amaryllis had said that merged skills generally retained a bit of their earlier skills… skillness.

I needed more words for skill related stuff.

Hopping

Rank C - 100%

The Ability to hop. Your reflexes and timing for hops has increased. You can now hop higher and farther. You may now expend Stamina to increase the power of your hops.

Was it worth it? I thought so. Picking from the two was also easy as pie.


Ding! You have Merged the following skills:


Hopping

Kicking Combat Proficiency

Physical Manakinesis


You have unlocked the skill:


Way of the Mystic Bun


One (1) Cinnamon Bun Bun Class Skill Point Refunded!

Do you wish to place this skill as a Class Skill or General Skill?


That was an easy choice too. Into the class slot freed by Hopping it went. I downed the rest of my tea then eyed the results.

Way of the Mystic Bun

Rank F - 00%

You have discovered the path of the Mystic Bun, combining devastating magic-laced physical attacks with incredible mobility.

“Okay?” I wondered. That wasn’t helpful at all.

The cheering from the crowds outside were a good reminder that I was going to be fighting again, and soon. I… I needed to prepare. I downed the rest of my tea, cleaned up my kettle and cup—because I wasn’t some barbarian that didn’t do the dishes—and placed everything back where I’d found it.

Stepping back into the main room, I looked around, then walked over to the two guards standing next to the armory. “Ah, hello,” I said.

The older of the two nodded to me. “Ma’am,” he said.

“Um. If I want a weapon, do I need to do something?”

He nodded. “You’re only allowed weapons from this armory in the ring. You need to sign them off with one of us, and return them at the end of the day, or when you’re eliminated. They’re all enchanted to do reduced damage against living tissue. Tricky bit of enchantment that.”

“Oh, neat,” I said. “So can I just… go in?”

He stepped to the side. “Enjoy yourself.”

Grinning, I stepped into the room and took it all in. There were racks and racks of swords, shields, spears and axes. There were stranger weapons too. Whips and flails and tridents.

None of them caught my eye as much as the one thing sitting in the corner of the room and collecting dust.

It was perfect. A little square, but with plenty of handholds. There was a H-bar at its base acting as reinforcement, and the back had a bunch of straight ribs that looked nice and tough. It was only about waist high, and lifting it showed that it was on the heavier side, but that was okay.

I set it against my shoulder and walked out of the door. “I’ll use this,” I said.

The guard blinked. “Ma’am, that is a chair.”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “So do I need to sign something?”

“That’s a chair,” he repeated.

I nodded. “Yep. I haven’t actually tried sitting on it yet, but I’m sure it works just fine.”

The guard scratched at his head, looked to his buddy, and after sharing some shrugs back and forth, he pulled a clipboard off of a nail holding it to the wall behind him. “Just sign here, I guess,” he said.

I looked over the document, skimmed it real fast, then took the pencil next to it and signed my name in and wrote ‘a chair’ in the right box. “Thank you,” I said before I stepped back.

I took my new chair and sat off to one side of the room. I would have to be careful in my next fight. No hopping meant way less mobility. Still, I was pretty sure I could move the same way by pushing stamina into my limbs, I just didn’t have a skill to make it easy for me anymore. I hopped on the spot a few times to test it out, and it seemed… okay?

A bit annoying, but I would give it my all nonetheless!

I shifted on my seat, then jumped to my feet. If I was going to be bored, I might as well grind some skills while I was at it.

It was time for another cup of tea.


Chapter Fourty-One

Bringing a Knife to a Chair Fight

When I got called up a second time, some of the nervousness from the first outing had left already. I followed a new clipboard person as he led me to the edge of the stage, then stood there while taking in all the crowds.

The people were just as excited as before. And If anything, it seemed as if there were even more people packed in together in the stands. Sellers were running around, hawking big mugs of frothy beer and bits of meat on sticks. Copper and silver flashed in the bright sunlight and the entire area smelled like sweat and the sticky-sweet odour of carnival food.

A band had set up next to the stage where they began to play a rumbly, growing fanfare with lots of brass and heavy drum beats that made the ground thrum with excited energy.

I felt swept up by it. It made me feel lighter, and the weight of my chair on my shoulder was suddenly not a concern.

“Got your snacks? Got your drinks? Well hang onto them because we are about to begin the second rounds of our single-elimination tournament!” Zac shouted from atop his floating platform. “On the right, we have the intrepid, the adorable, the absolutely brutal… Broccoli Bunch!”

The first time he’d introduced me, the cheering had been lukewarm compared to Arugula’s. Now it was a whole bunch louder and I felt my ears drooping down in embarrassment even as my cheeks warmed.

“Aww, would you look at that, the poor little miss is flushing! Good work lads, you finally got a maiden to blush!” Zac said. Laughter rolled across the entire stadium, followed by catcalls and whistles.

I was going to have words with Zac. Big, rude words. Objectifying women was wrong.

“Annnnd on the left, hailing from the distant Kingdom of the Endless Swells, the sneakiest blade in the night, we have Whispersteel the Sanguine-Eyed.”

The cheers were a little weird this time, more roars of approval and claps than the happy sounds they’d been making earlier.

Across from me, on his on side of the platform, was a shorter boy dressed all in black. He nodded to the crowd, his cowl bobbing up and down and shifting his dark cloak about. I kind of recognized him as one of the people who stayed in the shadows in the waiting room.

“Will our bright and cheerful Bun be able to stand against the bloodthirsty Whispersteel? Let’s find out!”

Clipboard guy gestured me forward and I hopped onto the stage. My landing wasn’t quite as stable as I was used to and I almost stumbled a step.

I was still able to jump and hop, the muscle memory was there, but the fine precision that the Hopping skill gave me was missing, and I wasn’t sure if I could use stamina to jump super high anymore. Maybe I could, and I just needed to practice?

I shook my head and set those concerns aside. I had a fight to win.

“Are you ready to die?” Whispersteel shouted as he pointed a very large knife my way.

“No, not really,” I said. “You’re very loud for someone called Whisper.”

“Oh hoh, the pre-fight banter is starting already and Miss Bunch isn’t pulling her punches!” Zac said.

Could the whole crowd hear me? Oh no. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to humiliate you!”

Laughter rained down around us and I saw Whisper’s knuckles going white around the handle of his knife. “I am Whispersteel the Sanguine-Eyed. I have slaughtered and assassinated my way through entire dungeons. Fools fear my very name. Who are you to mock me?”

I blinked as I parsed that. “Okay, so I have two questions. One, your eyes are actually a very pretty shade of brown, not sanguine. I… guess that’s not really a question, more of an observation. Um. Okay, an actual question then. If fools fear you, does that mean that smart people… don’t?”

Whispersteel poofed away.

“Oh, and the fight has begun!” Zac yelled.

Four mages set near the crowd raised staves and walls appeared all around the stage. I spun, looking not so much at the walls, but rather for Whisper who has yet to reappear.

“Die!” Came a scream from behind me.

I ducked and swept into a low kick.

A hot line sliced itself across my cheek, barely missing my eye.

Whispersteel reappeared mid-jump, arm extended in a lunge that had been meant for my neck.

Had he not screamed…

Whisper landed and aimed another stab down at me, knife glinting as it reflected the bluish walls surrounding us.

I landed on my back and rolled away from Whisper’s wild stabs. “Think you’re clever, huh?” he asked as he began to stomp towards me.

I skipped up to my feet and spun to face Whisper only to find that he’d gone invisible again. That… was really annoying.

A slight shift from below told me he was a lot closer than I wanted.

I hopped back, eying the mostly-empty battlefield while bringing a hand up towards my cheek. The cut there was shallow, but it still stung. A bit of cleaning magic would keep it clean. Which also gave me an idea.

I punched forwards, hitting empty air, but also launching a tiny ball of cleaning magic that shot across the arena and booped the far wall.

“Oh! The Bun has some tricks in her sleeves! Was the chair merely a distraction? Was she a little wizard all along?” Zac wondered.

I ignored him and started firing off more and more little balls of cleaning magic, interspersed with flame-thrower like gouts of glowing cleanliness.

I didn’t take long to catch Whisper in the effect, the magic splashing harmlessly off of his side. He was running towards me.

Eyes wide, I rolled to the side, then sprung to my feet, brandishing my chair. With both hands holding onto the seat and back of the chair, I thrust it toward where I thought Whisper would be.

A knife’s point thudded through the seat.

Whisper appeared before me, a wide grin on his face. “Think you’ll last forever?” he asked.

“I last as long as I last,” I said. “This would be a lot easier if we were friendly.”

Whispersteel

Desired Quality: Someone to fawn over how cool he is.

Dream: To make his Mama proud.

“Oh my gosh,” I said. “You’re here to make your mom proud?”

Whisper’s smile turned a little strange. “What?”

“That’s so cute!” I would have clapped, but my hands were busy with the chair. “Is she in the crowd?”

“Leave my mother out of this!” he said.

I spun the chair, a quick twisting jerk that tore the knife out of Whisper’s hand and sent it clattering off to the side. Lowering the seat, I reached out and grabbed Whisper by the wrist and tugged him towards me while shoving the chair forward.

The dull ‘thunk’ of the edge of the seat hitting the boy in the shin made me wince in sympathy.

Whisper pulled his arm back, then hopped back on one leg, his face going all sorts of interesting shades. “I’m going to stab you so hard,” he gasped.

I smiled back. “Do you want to sit until that stops hurting?” I asked. “We can ask Zac for a time-out.”

“Ohh, and the taunting continues! This bun is savage!” Zac said from above.

“That wasn’t meant to be a taunt!” I shouted back. “I was worried about Mister Steel. Shins hurt a lot when you bang them.”

“Oh, the poor lad! She’s just adding insult to injury!”

“I don’t mean to! He’s just easy to accidentally insult!” I screamed back, then I slapped a hand over my mouth.

Whisper was glaring so hard his eyes were twitching. With a roar, he charged at me while pulling out a pair of foot-long knives from somewhere under his cloak.

I ‘eeped’ and stepped back, dragging my chair with me to make distance between us.

Whisper planted a foot on the seat of my chair, halting it in place, then he vaulted over it, both knives held in icepick grips aiming for my head.

I dove forwards, tipping the chair to make more room as I slipped between it and Whisper, then rolled onto my feet on the other side. A quick turn later and I kicked the chair back up to standing.

I held onto it in both hands, moving it from side to side as if fending off a lion while Whisper moved from side to side and tried to flank me. It couldn’t last. At some point he’d remember he could go invisible, or he’d pull out another assassin-y trick and I’d be in a whole heap of trouble.

So I jumped forwards, chair spearing ahead so that all four legs poked towards Whisper.

Whisper spun around the blow and stabbed out with one arm. I pulled the chair back and twisted it so that his arm passed between the bars at the back. Twisting it more had his arm pulling up at an awkward angle, and just like that, Whisper was open.

I slapped him.

The sound echoed out across the arena.

Whisper touched his cheek, then looked up to me with a look between anger and confusion. “You slapped me?”

“Sorry?” I said.

Tears started to appear in his eyes even though he was trying hard to blink them away.

I swallowed. Was, was I a bully now? “I’m so, so sorry,” I said. I carefully helped him move his hand out from the bars of the chair, then pulled Whisper into a hug. “It’ll be okay, don’t worry. I, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Don’t, don’t hug me!” he said.

“Shush now, I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Um. I can forfeit and you’ll win. Would that make you feel better?”

“No, no it wouldn’t.”

I tsked. “Look, we can end this, and we’ll find your mom. I’ll tell her that you were super cool, okay?” I pulled back a little and set the chair to one side, then plopped myself down on it before patting my lap. “Did you want to sit and talk about it?”

“World almighty!” Zac said in a whisper that carried across the arena. “She’s not just taking the boy out, she’s destroying him!”

I huffed and pouted up at Zac. “I’m not destroying anyone. I’m not a bully. I’m not! I said I was sorry already, and I’ll make up for it!”

“I don’t need your help!” Whisper shouted.

“… Are you sure?” I asked.

Whisper tossed his knives to the ground and stalked off towards the edge of the stage in a huff. “I’m done,” he said. “I can’t do this.”

I raised a hand reaching out to try and grab him, but my attempt was cut short when the shields went down around the arena and the crowd broke out into confused cheers.

“She did it! She did it! The bun completely broke that man’s will to fight! How on Dirt did she do that? And will she be able to repeat it? We’ll have to find out in the next round, because she is moving on!”

I slumped a little, even as the crowd’s fervour grew louder.

Sighing, I picked up my chair and walked off the stage. “Here,” I said as I pushed it into the clipboard guy’s hands. “I’m going to go see my friends,” I said.

I could really use a pick-me-up. Some banter with Amaryllis, some smiling with Awen. Maybe a hug or two. Oh, and a cup of tea.

Yeah, I needed a pick-me-up, and I knew that after this part of the tournament there would be some puppetry shows and fireworks and other spectacles to watch. That would certainly work to get my mind off of fighting for a bit.

I think I decided that tournaments just weren’t for me. They were too emotionally draining.


Chapter Fourty-Two

Buff Bun

“You were wonderful!” were Awen’s first words as I made it to the top of the stairs leading into the box where my friends were waiting. I hadn’t been allowed to see the other fights because that would’ve been cheating, but as soon as they were over I was let loose to go see my buddies.

I braced myself a moment before Awen rushed up to me, expecting her to glomp me off my feet, but she paused a step before me, then wrapped me into a big happy hug. I laughed into her shoulder. “Thanks!” I said.

“Oh, the way you beat up that big mean guy, and the way you dissected that Whisper person. I think I saw him crying when he ran off the stage. It was…” Awen flushes. “It was wonderful to see you dominating people like that.”

I grinned even harder. “It wasn’t as fun as it probably looked, but thanks. I’m sure you would have done well. We could train together so that we’re both good at, uh, dominating people.”

“Awa.”

I squeezed Awen back, then stepped to the side to grin at Amaryllis and Booksie. “Heya!”

“Here,” Amaryllis said as she handed me a notebook. I stared at it for a moment before taking the leatherbound book and flipping it open. There were names and lists on it. “Those are all of the remaining competitors in your bracket. You’re down to just six possible competitors. Of those, there are three that you would have a difficult time facing.”

I flipped the page over, skimmed a description of some woman that used a whip to fight, then handed the notebook back. “It’s not fair if I’m the only one that knows the competition. But thanks for doing this for me, it’s awfully nice of you!”

Amaryllis huffed and refused to take the notes back. “Most of the competitors have spent some time together, it’s a sure thing that they’ve studied each others’ tactics and fighting styles and skills.”

“Yeah, but they don’t know mine, so it’s fair.”

Amaryllis pouted for just a moment before her self-control took over and she snapped the book from out of my hand. She must have been distracted because she didn’t see my thank-you hug coming.

“You’re still the best,” I said. “And you made that for me, so it’s extra cool.”

“I made it so that you’d win and earn us more money.”

“Of course you did,” I said.

“Don’t take that tone with me!” she said before poking at my tummy with the back of her talons. I broke off the hug with a giggle.

“Ah, hey Booksie!”

“Hello,” Booksie said. “Do I get a hug too?”

There was only one correct response to that. It was weird hugging someone with big ears on their head like mine. It tickled a bunch when our ears wrapped around each other.

“Okay!” I said. “So, what’s next?”

Amaryllis shook her head. “Next we sit down and enjoy the intermission. The bouts only resume in an hour or so. I’ve been meaning to see the puppet show.”

“Are puppet shows a big thing where you’re from?” I asked.

Amaryllis made a so-so gesture. “They’re not as common as actual theater pieces, but my family hired puppeteers for our yearly winter festival from a local troupe. I always enjoyed them more than actors in rubbish costumes arguing on a stage.”

“So, did you always secretly want to be one off those puppeteers?” I asked.

“What? No, this class is merely extremely convenient,” she said.

“You didn’t dream of joining the puppeteer troupe and running off for a life of adventure and fun with them?”

Amaryllis looked away. “No. That’s a ridiculous idea.”

We moved up to the front of the box and sat down on what had to be the best seats in the box. No one else seemed to make a fuss, some even pointed at me and I waved back at them.

“You’re going to gain something of a following if you continue,” Amaryllis said.

“A following?” I asked.

She nodded, and so did Booksie on her other side. “Oh yes. People attach themselves to all sorts of silly things, most especially those that entertain them, and your pathetic flailing on-stage was nothing if not entertaining. Of all the people in your bracket, you’re the one that looks like she put the least effort into her fights, and you’ve won every one so far.”

I tapped at my chin. “Well, that’s obviously a bit wrong. The fights are very strange, but I wouldn’t call them easy by any stretch.”

Amaryllis shrugged. “I’m telling you what it looked like from up here.”

“You looked really impressive,” Awen said. “I, ah, was on the edge of my seat the entire time you were down there.”

I plopped myself down, Awen on the one side, Amaryllis on the other with Booksie next to her. “Thanks. So, um… should we eat while we watch the show?”

There was music being played by three people, a lutist, a fiddler and someone with a big stand-up bass, all of them hovering in the air on platforms just like Zac’s. They were keeping people entertained with a folksy little beat—the fiddler was quite good, if a little frantic—while a group of workers hurried to change the stage below, covering it in wooden planks and mounting a gantry-like thing above it.

Amaryllis waved one of the people selling snacks over, and soon we all had popcorn and mystery meat—Booksie and I skipped that one—and different sorts of little cakes and cookies and one boy was selling fist-sized burritos filled with beans and tomatoes.

Silver changed hands and Amaryllis bought enough food for a dozen people; the moment she started flashing money more sellers slid closer. Then, when we were running out of place to put it all, she shooed them off with a beat of her wings.

I was halfway through a chocolatey pastry when the show below started.

The gantries over the stage had been placed to allow for a complex array of thin wires to be placed that held up a dozen puppets, and also bits of scenery like little walls and cut-outs of bushes and trees that the puppeteers could pull up at a moment’s notice.

An older gentleman with a deep voice sat in a lotus position atop a platform and came to a halt above the stage. He cleared his throat, then began to narrate a story in a deep baritone that carried across the stadium.

The play was cute. Something like A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but with more strange characters. I guessed that having magic in a story lost some of its lustre when real magic was a thing. “Are fairies real?” I whispered over to Amaryllis.

“They’re a myth,” she said right back. Her eyes were locked onto the scene below.

I stayed quiet for the rest of the show, Amaryllis seemed to be loving it so I didn’t wanna interrupt her fun.

As the play went on and we finished up, I started to get a little thirsty. My backpack was still tucked under the bench, so I pulled it out and started fixing myself a cup of tea, one ear opened to the play.

It wasn’t boring, not really. There was a lot of skill on display from the puppeteers, and the voice actors were really good. But plays weren’t my thing, and I had maybe been a little spoiled with good media back home.

I gestured at Booksie and Awen with my kettle, then at their nods poured three cups.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Tea Making skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank E is a free rank!


I grinned. Finally!

Tea Making

Rank E -00%

The Ability to make tea. Your Tea now assists the drinker.

I handed the girls their cups while wondering about that last line. How could tea help? Other than the normal ways, of course.

An insight on my cup helped a bit.

A cup of black tea brewed by an amateur. Increases alertness and wakefulness.

“Huh,” I said. I downed my cup and reached for my bag again. A bit more boiling water, this time without adding anything to the kettle itself and I was making a second cup of tea, this time with some dried dandelion flowers.

A cup of dandelion tea brewed by an amateur. Cures minor bladder issues and reduces swelling.

I shrugged and downed the cup.

The next plant I tried was milk thistle. The pretty pink flowers had gone a little stale in my pack, but they were still good for tea.

A cup of milk thistle tea brewed by an amateur. Assists the liver. Helps process lesser poisons.

That was useful! So far the buffs I’d gotten from the teas I had on hand weren’t all that impressive, but I was sure that could change with the right tea. I finished off the last of my cup and then cleaned everything off with a pinch of magic before sorting it all away.

I jumped in my seat as the show below ended and people clapped while the actors and puppet masters bowed. Amaryllis climbed to her feet and started beating her wings against her sides in some sort of weird parody of the chicken dance. Was she… clapping?

I joined in a moment later. “You really enjoyed that,” I said.

“It was brilliant,” Amaryllis declared. “The play was a little stale. An old story with nothing new to it, but the motion and skill those puppeteers displayed. They truly know their craft. I want to meet them.”

“Sure!” I said. “We can go do that right now, if you want.” I scratched my head just under the rim of my hat. “I need to, ah, stop by an apothecary, if one is open.”

“What for?” Amaryllis asked.

“Just need some herbs,” I said.

She cocked her head to the side. “I thought you were against cheating.”

I shook my head. “No no, my Tea Making skill, it ranked up. I can now buff myself with tea. And I don’t need to stop there now. We could go tomorrow?”

“I hardly think you need more musculature, as much as Awen would probably appreciate it.”

“Huh? No, buff means… uh.”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “I know what buffing is. C’mon, puppeteers first. There’s only so long left to the intermission. We can worry about your obsession with leafy water some other time.”

“Cool!” I said. I grabbed Awen and Booksie and helped them to their feet. “Let’s go!

“Miss Bunch?”

I turned to find one of the clipboard people standing in the row between benches. He looked quite studious with his board held up before him.

“Yup, that’s me,” I said.

“The next match begins in half an hour. We’re gathering all the champions now. Could you follow me back to the waiting rooms?” he asked.

“Aww, darn,” I said. “I’m going to say goodbye to my friends first, alright?”

“Of course,” he said before stepping back.

I turned and yoinked Booksie into a big hug. “I’ll see you in a bit!” I said.

Then it was Amaryllis’ turn. I think I had trained her well because she didn’t protest against the cuddling at all. It was nice, especially since her feathers felt funny. “Do try not to make a fool of yourself,” she said.

“I’ll try!” I said. “Er—not to, that is.”

She snorted and shook her head. “Moron.”

Then it was Awen’s turn for another hug. “See you in a bit!” I said.

“Awa, I’ll, I’ll be cheering you on, Broccoli.”

“Ah, my number one fan, huh?” I said.

“Yes. Yes definitely,” was her quick reply. “Beat the, um, stuffing out of them. But don’t get hurt.”

I grinned and pulled back. “Okay! I’ll see you all once I’m done!”

And with that, my little intermission ended.


Chapter Fourty-Three

Civility

“Entering the third round of this competition, the first semi-final bout of the day, is Broccoli… Bunch!” Zac shouted. “And her trusty chair!

I stepped onto the stage, waved at the crowds that had, if anything, grown bigger since that morning, then focused really hard on my breathing. I set my chair down to the side, then sat down on it with a plop. I folded one leg over the other, then twisted and sat in the other direction. It didn’t make it any more comfortable.

“Oh my, it seems our little bun is nervous. And no wonder! On the right, one of the most powerful mages in this competition, the Lord of Dust, Weatherby!”

The crowd roared as, with a huge burst of dust that spun into the air like a tiny cyclone, a man jumped up and crashed onto the far end of the stage.

He was tall, with salt and pepper hair and a large white coat that had a bit of a lab-coat look to it. Beneath that, he was wearing normal clothes with tons of pouches sewn into them. He shifted where he landed, then reached up to adjust the large glasses perched on the tip of his nose.

“Greetings, Miss Bunch,” he said.

“Oh, um, hi,” I said. “Sorry, that was rude of me. I should have said hello already.”

“Nonsense, it’s fine if you were merely a little slow. After all, it seems as if you’re paralyzed with fear. I assure you, while I fully intend to defeat you, I won’t do so while causing any damage that cannot be healed or tended to.”

“Oh, thanks,” I said. “But I’m not afraid?”

“Miss Bunch, your legs are trembling in terror.” Weatherby shifted so that he fell into a sort of fighting stance, arms by his sides and legs bent just-so.

I felt my cheeks burning up. “That’s not ‘cause I’m scared,” I said. “There was a line at the bathroom and I’ve been drinking a lot of tea.”

Weatherby didn’t seem to know how to process that.

I grit my teeth together and tried to think dry thoughts. “Can we just end this?”

“Oh-hoh,” Zac said. “It seems as if our bun is done with the backtalk. The walls are going up… the last bets are coming in… and the fight begins!”

Magical walls sprang up all around us and I got off my chair and shifted into a sprinter’s stance, ready to cut the distance between myself and Weatherby.

“Well then, I suppose we ought to begin,” Weatherby said.

Twin pillars of brownish-black dust burst out of the oversized pockets of his coat, shot out towards the corners of the arena, then with a forward swipe of his arms, the two pillars came rushing down where I stood.

I took one lunging step forwards, then rolled to the side to avoid one of the bigger pillars before hopping above the second as it swept over the ground. Where it passed, the stone surface of the arena was scoured clean.

Landing on the balls of my feet, I prepared to run towards Weatherby, only to see the man raising a hand my way while a meter-long spear-shaped dust construct hovered over his shoulder. “Oh, shoot,” I said.

I tried to twist out of the way, but I knew there was no way I was avoiding that. Weatherby had me pinned right where he wanted me. I grit my teeth and jerked a knee upwards while blasting a wave of cleaning magic forwards.

Amaryllis had said that sometimes magic interfered with other magics and could help mitigate some of the damage. I just had to hope for the best.

The dust spear rammed into my thin barrier of cleaning magic and instantly broke apart. Particles of dust still pelted me, but with none of the force I had been expecting.

I stumbled to the side then regained my balance with a swing of my arms. Had my Cleaning magic negated his Dust magic? Could that even happen?

Hopping backwards to make some room between us, I kept an eye on the two dusty tendrils. When one of them snapped forwards I shifted to the side and fired a ball of cleaning magic into—and through—the magical construct.

It worked!

Dust fell to the ground, some of it evaporating like water being spritzed onto an open fire.

Still, that didn’t mean I could block every blow… not unless I used my aura.

Biting my lower lip, I waited for the next dust lance to come, but Weatherby was a clever man, and he fired three bolts of magic all at once.

I funneled magic into my cleaning aura and brought an arm up to intercept one of the bolts. No way was I going to stand there and take the blow head-on.

The nearest bolt burst apart a dozen centimeters away from my palm, turning into little more than glowing ashes that passed with as much strength as someone blowing air really hard.

I grinned. I was covered.

Running up towards Weatherby, I narrowed my eyes and ignored the two dusty tendrils as they came crashing down on me. The air filled with glowing motes. I jumped out of them and aimed a snap-kick towards my opponent’s chest.

He slapped my foot aside while taking a long step back and to the side. “Aura magic?” he asked.

“Cleaning,” I explained.

“Interesting. My Dust Magic is at Journeyman, I didn’t think simple Cleaning magic could do anything against it.”

“Mine’s at Expert,” I said as I moved closer to him.

Weatherby chuckled. “I see. I didn’t think I would witness weaponized Cleaning magic. What an interesting twist.”

“Thanks!” I said. “I just work with what I’m given.”

Weatherby nodded along, hands slipping into his coat. “Impressive,” he said. Then a whole pile of dust flew towards my face.

I pushed more mana into my cleaning aura, turning the dust into little more than a cloud of sparkling motes. A cloud that parted when a staff came rushing out of it.

“Eep!” I ducked to the side, barely avoiding the staff before it stopped, then shot off to the side.

Two dull ‘thwaps’ sounded out and I winced as I stumbled back. He’d whapped my ears!

“Terribly sorry. That must be rather painful. I’m rather surprised you didn’t pull them back,” Weatherby said.

I twitched my ears this way and that, then with a bit of concentration managed to make them fold around and back. “They’re new,” I said.

“That would explain the second pair of ears,” he observed.

I looked over to the man, eying his new weapon with trepidation. The staff was about as tall as he was and was covered in little carvings, all geometrically precise and square. “Where were you hiding that?” I asked.

Weatherby lifted the staff, twisted his wrists, and split it apart. “My coat,” he said.

“That’s neat!” I said.

“Why thank you. I do prefer magical combat, but sometimes rapping a foe on the head with a large stick just works.”

I grinned. “You’re pretty fun,” I said as I moved over to my chair. I kicked the legs and used the momentum of that to bring the chair up onto my shoulders. I took a moment to just catch my breath and control my bladder. “I hope you don’t mind me finishing this in a hurry?”

“You do seem somewhat indisposed,” Weatherby said. “I must say, this fight has been enjoyable so far. I wouldn’t want to end it on a negative note.”

I smiled over to him. “You’re pretty nice. I’m surprised you’re in the competition. Are you new to adventuring and such?”

Weatherby raised one black and white eyebrow. “Not quite. I discovered a new dungeon and decided to change my classes. I’m a bit old for it, but I had some interesting ideas. This is merely a test to see how those ideas pan out.”

“Ah, two new classes then?” I asked. “What’s the second? Mine’s Wonderlander!”

Weatherby smiled back and spun his staff around. “Merely Fire Mage. I had ideas about combining Dust and Fire magic.”

I blinked. “Are you trying to make dust explosions?” I gasped. “You’re making magic thermobaric bombs! That’s so cool!”

Weatherby lowered his staff a little. “You’re familiar with the theory?” he asked.

“Heck yeah! Those make huge explosions. You’ll put my little fireballs to shame.” I lunged at Weatherby, chair legs spearing out at him. He smacked the chair aside, and with the reverse swing of his staff, tried to hit me in the head.

I grabbed his staff, letting go of the chair for a moment. I wanted to use it as a way to pivot my legs up to kick Weatherby, but he twisted his end of the staff and left me with a foot-long bit of wood.

Ducking to the side, I avoided a jab, then I used the stick I now had to smack away a swipe.

Grinning, I pushed some stamina into my legs and shot up towards Weatherby. It was only after I’d jumped that I remembered that I didn’t know if I could do that or not. A question that had kind of just answered itself as I flew forwards.

A quick snap-kick hit him in the chest, but the older man just grunted and used my position to throw a punch that hit me in the lower tummy.

I stumbled back and raised a hand as a time-out. “Oh, that was mean,” I said as I rubbed my stomach. “I almost lost control there.”

“Apologies,” Weatherby said.

Then he stabbed out at me with his shortened staff.

I was already bending forwards, so I rolled out of the way, flicked the small bit of wood I had back towards Weatherby, and, since it was close, I picked up my chair before spinning around.

Weatherby didn’t seem to expect me to charge him headlong with my chair before me like some sort of battering ram. He landed a blow on my head, but other than making my helmet ring a bit it didn’t stop me from pushing him back.

I set the chair down, placed a foot on it, and used it as a jumping point so that I could punch into Weatherby knees first. He stumbled back, hitting the wall behind him. He brought his staff up, but I was already spinning around.

With both hands on my chair, I shoved it forwards and pinned Weatherby in a triangle made from the seat’s bottom, its back, and the wall behind him. His arms and staff were pinned to his side, but it didn’t stop him from kicking out at me and sending a burst of dust magic towards me.

I ignored the kick that hit my thigh with a grunt and fired off a big burst of cleaning magic to ward off the dust. When it cleared, I had a hand raised in a fist, aiming right towards Weatherby.

“I forfeit,” he said.

I paused. “Oh. Okay then,” I said as I took a step back. I placed the chair next to me. “Need a sit?”

He smiled. “I’m quite well. I merely couldn’t see a way out of that particular bind that wouldn’t harm both of us more than would be appropriate for a fight like this.”

I nodded. “That’s kind of you.”

He extended his hand and we shook.

“We should get together later, talk explosions,” I said.

“Certainly,” Weatherby said with a knowing grin. I smiled back. There was a certain understanding between people like us.

Zac cut in from above. “What a startling end to the fight! Truly, a display of civility amidst combat and—”

“Lower the walls Zac!” I shouted.

The spokesperson froze. “Pardon?”

I winced, legs crossing. “Lower those walls right away or… or I’ll do mean things to you! Hurry, I drank too much tea!”

There was a lot of laughter, but that didn’t matter. The moment the walls faded away I was bolting out of the arena on a straight path towards the nearest bathroom.


Chapter Fourty-Four

Losing is Fun

I was kind of excited for the last fight. I bounced on the side of the stage, feeling a ton lighter after I had visited the facilities. The crowds seemed just as excited as I was to get things going.

“Ladies, gentlemen, others! Welcome to the finals!”

Wild whistles and cheers filled the air and the band joined in with an upbeat fanfare that was almost lost in the sea of noise.

“In this last bout of our lowest bracket, we will see two incredible warriors pit their skill and cunning against each other in a battle that you will be telling your grandchildren about!” Zac yelled. “On the right, hailing from the deep sun-scorched hell of the Ostri Desert, a lady of the shifting sands, comes Orion Firstdaughter, the Sandsword!”

The name suggested that Orion was a girl, but it was hard to tell. The person that danced onto the stage was one of the tall Ostri people, her body covered in tan wraps broken only where thumb-thick metal rods poked into and through her arms and legs like extreme piercings. She didn’t look very girlish at first, but she was thinner, more lithe, than any of the Ostri I’d yet seen.

Her wraps had tiny, subtle flowers embroidered into its material along the edges. They didn’t look super fashionable, but were probably nice and cosy when worn in the open desert. I couldn’t imagine the metal bars pinned through her limbs were the same though.

“Hailing from lands unknown, the strangest competitor in this tournament, and one that has won some lucky folks a lot of gold, the one, the only, Broccoli Bunch!”

I hopped up onto the stage and placed my chair down next to me so that I could wave at all the people cheering. I was never one for being the centre of attention, but I could see why some people liked it.

“I have heard some about your exploits,” Orion said. Her voice was scratchy and smooth, with just the hint of an accent that was hard to place. British, maybe? “You fight strangely, but to great success. Cunning in the face of power. Respectable.”

“Ah, thank you,” I said. “I haven’t heard anything about you, I didn’t want to cheat or anything, but I’ve heard that the Ostri are really tough and honourable. I hope we have a fun spar!”

Orion nodded, her upper body dipping in a sort of almost-bow. “You are interesting, little bun. I think that were you to spend time in the desert many males would ask you to carry their seed.”

“Uh.” I looked away. “Th-thanks, I think. I’m not ready to be a mommy yet though.”

Orion stared at me, beady eyes fixed on me through her goggles. “When a male gives a female his seed pouch, it means he wishes to settle. It does not make you pregnant,” Orion explained slowly. “That comes later.”

“Oh.” I scratched my cheek. “Sorry. I guess I kind of assumed there. I should learn more about the Ostri before I put my foot in my mouth even more.”

“All in due time,” Orion said. She reached to her waist, where two swords hung from her belt in metal loops. She drew them out smoothly, the air ringing with the sound of metal sliding over metal. They were strange swords, curved, but with a heavy triangular profile, and about as long as my arm from wrist to shoulder.

“Nice sword!” I said. “Real curvy. All I have is this chair.”

Orion tilted her head to the side. “Do you want me to set my khopesh aside? It would be a more fair test of our skills.”

I shook my head. “It’s okay! As long as you don’t kill me or anything.”

Orion shifted, long limbs snapping to her sides with her swords spun around in tight arcs around her hands, ending with the left in an icepick grip and the right held out before her. “My swords will only cut that which I will them to.”

The walls went up around us and I picked up my chair. “Let’s start then!”

She was fast. That was the first thing I noted. In less time than it took to blink Orion was swooping down from above, swords swinging in from two directions.

I shoved my chair up, trying to block the path of the swords, but her swords slid through the chair as if it was carved out of butter. I stumbled back, barely avoiding the tip of one blade while the other raced in from below.

Thinking fast, I jumped backwards, planted a foot against the wall, and let myself fall. When I was nearly horizontal I shot forwards with a burst of stamina that sent me flying past Orion to roll back to my feet a few paces behind her. “Wow, that was scary!” I said.

“Indeed,” Orion said.

She raised a hand towards me. The rods in her arms started to glow a hot red and I saw the intricate form of runes glowing through the wraps over her skin.

I jumped to the side just as a burst of air exploded out ahead of Orion. The sudden wind picked me and threw me off my feet. My hat would have flown off if it wasn’t for the holes with my ears stuck through them.

I stood onto shaky legs and shook my head to clear it. “That was something,” I said.

“I didn’t want to use my fire, lightning or blood runes. It wouldn’t do to kill such a promising opponent when you’ve been nothing but cordial,” Orion said.

“That’s appreciated,” I said. “Um. How hard have you been holding back in this tournament?” I asked.

“I’m an Ostri warrior,” was Orion’s reply.

“Right.” I shot forwards and past Orion, narrowly avoiding a lazy swipe of her sword. Feet bunched before me, I landed on the wall, then shot back towards Orion’s back.

She twisted around, moving far faster than I thought possible for someone so big. One of her swords dropped and her huge hand wrapped around the leg I was trying to kick her with.

My eyes went wide as she spun me around in the air and smacked me into the ground back-first.

I coughed, air blasted out of my lungs while little stars flashed through my vision.

“Are you well?” Orion asked as she looked down to me.

Health 127/135

Stamina 97/145

Mana 120/120

“I guess so,” I said. “Bit, ah, winded.” I rolled over onto my tummy, then pushed myself up to my feet. Rubbing the back of a hand across my mouth, I cleaned it of saliva. “You’re pretty fast.”

“You’re rather bouncy.” Orion said.

I grinned. “I don’t think I’m gonna win this one,” I said.

“Not unless you have a lot more hidden under your wraps.”

I shook my head. “Nope, but I can try!” I decided that if I was going to lose, I might as well have some fun with it. I bounced over to Orion, ducked under a quick swipe of her sword—while making sure my ears were folded back—and then hopped up to kick her in the chest. At least, that’s what I tried to do, she twisted around the kick and flicked her sword to the ground where it stuck with a twang.

What followed was a quick and sloppy exchange of blows. For every kick I tried, Orion had a simple counter, every punch was casually pushed to the side, and my one attempt to hit her with a burst of cleaning magic was deflected by a magical shield that sprouted from the runes on her arms.

I tried infusing my kicks with some mana, but all that did was push Orion into doing the same. I knew things weren’t going to end well before she slapped my kicking foot down, spun around, and rammed the heel of a boot into my gut.

I crashed onto my back for a second time. “Ow.”

Rolling over, I found myself right next to a bit of my chair, just a bit of the leg and some of the bars that made up the back of it.

I wrapped a hand around the leg and got to my feet. Swinging it around in a little flourish, I turned to face Orion, now fully armed.

Orion tugged one of her swords out of the ground.

I pouted.

“I’m afraid I can’t hold back forever. Your skills are lacking. I would suggest training a great deal more,” Orion said.

I nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

“Good.”

And then she was right in my face, my stick was flung off to the side, and a fist was rocketing towards my chin.

I blinked awake in a room that was a whole lot darker than the arena had been. My hat was gone, and I was resting on something soft and warm. Staring up, I found myself meeting Awen’s bright blue eyes. “Did I lose?” I asked.

“Awa, a little bit?”

A snort from somewhere else in the room announced Amaryllis’ presence. “You can’t lose a little bit. It’s an all or nothing sort of thing.”

“I think she was trying to make me feel better about it,” I observed as I shifted around and got up. I’d been resting my head on Awen’s lap, and judging by the way my hair was all straightened out, she had been combing me while I slept.

“That’s a waste of time,” Amaryllis said. “I doubt many things could get you down.”

I sat on the edge of what turned out to be a little cot, then took in the room. It wasn’t an infirmary or anything like that. More of a bedroom that had been cleared of furniture. There was a little moldy smell in the air and the small window in the corner was covered up by thick drapes.

“I did just lose,” I pointed out.

She crossed her wings. “And did that make you sad?”

I thought about it for a moment. “Not really, I guess. More… minorly disappointed. But I did get to have lots of fun and I got lots of practice in!”

I could sorta feel two notifications waiting for my attention, though maybe feel wasn’t the right word. It was more like a constant reminder in the back of my mind to not forget to buy milk, but different.

“Give me a second,” I said.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Makeshift Weapons Proficiency skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank C costs One (1) General Skill Point


That was handy! I wasn’t sure if I would spend the point on it just yet, but the skill had turned out to be really useful a few times already.

I dismissed the notification and looked at the next one.


Congratulations! Through repeated actions your Way of the Mystic Bun skill has improved and is now eligible for rank up!


Rank E is a free rank!


“Awesome!” I cheered.

“Awa, what is it?” Awen asked.

“My new merge skill levelled up,” I said. “Way of the Mystic Bun. Ah, I’ll have to ask Booksie about it, but so far it seems like some sort of magic-using martial art. I bet it’s super cool at higher levels!”

“Oh, wow,” Awen said. She clapped happily for me, then scooted over to the edge of the cot. “Um. What do we do now?” she asked.

“Ah… I don’t know. I guess we collect our winnings and then we go out for lunch? I’m starving! Hey, wait, where’s Booksie?”

Amaryllis sighed. “Like a chick after the first shiny thing she sees,” she muttered before tossing a jingling bag onto my lap. “I got a few more gold from the mustachio’d bastard than we had initially bargained for. I suppose it’ll be enough for you to pay for our meals.”

“Miss Booksie is outside the room,” Awen answered my other question. “We can go now, if you want. Um, I think people might recognize you though. You’re quite popular now.”

“We could grab lunch to go if it bothers you,” I said.

“N-no, not unless it bothers you,” Awen said.

Amaryllis sighed. “Idiots, the both of you. Now come on. I could use a bite too.”


Chapter Fourty-Five

Seize the Date

It was during breakfast—the inn had a nice serving of ‘bun acceptable’ foods, which mostly meant that I got a plate full of fruits and some still-warm pastries—no eggs!—to munch on while the others chowed down on sausages and such—that the thought hit me.

“Ah, we didn’t tell Rhawrexdee when to meet, did we?” I asked.

“Who is that?” Booksie asked.

“Oh, that’s the dragon. We’re supposed to meet him today,” I explained.

Booksie nodded. “Ah, yes, the dragon. Did you want help with that?”

I brightened. “We’d love help! What do you know about romance?”

The bun flushed. “I might have read a book or two. And I’ve been on my share of dates and such. I never did find someone that was just right for me though.”

I reached over and patted her head. “Then we’d love your help! I’ve never really been on a date and, um.” I looked towards Amaryllis, the question obvious in my eyes.

“Don’t look at me that way, you daft moron,” Amaryllis said. “I don’t think harpy-dating customs would apply in this sort of situation, regardless of if I did or did not date anyone before.”

“But you didn’t?” I asked.

She turned her head away from me, stabbed a sausage with the tip of a talon, then tore a bite out of it.

“Awa, I, I’ve been on dates before.”

Amaryllis choked on her sausage.

Awen wilted under our combined stares. Even Orange was looking at her weird. “Aw-awa, it was only a few times?” she shrank deeper into her seat. “Um. With some noblemen, and, and with some chaperones. Nothing untoward happened.”

I shifted my seat so that I was a little closer and grabbed her hands. “Tell us! Was it romantic? Did you kiss anyone? Did the boys have nice chins?”

Awen shook her head. “It wasn’t that nice. We just walked around and they bought me some things that I didn’t really want, and sometimes, when the chaperones were busy, they would get handsy. I didn’t enjoy it at all.”

“You poor thing,” I said.

“Perhaps I’ve been fortunate,” Booksie said. She was tapping a bit of lettuce contemplatively against her chin. “My first dates were… mixed, but some of the later ones were fun. I was a little older though. This was a few years before I left for Port Royal.”

“They went well?” I asked. “How come?”

“Ah, the boys were nice. We didn’t have too much in common unfortunately, but they were attractive. I can’t really pin what made them fun or not. Sorry. Waking up somewhere different the next morning is always awkward though.”

A terribly inappropriate giggle escaped me at the same time as Awen gasped. Amaryllis just rolled her eyes, but her blasé attitude couldn’t hide her blush.

The sudden screaming and yelling and general sounds of panic from outside had us all bolting to our feet.

I picked up my shovel and pack and shot out of the door after my friends who were stumbling down the corridors of the inn. We burst out onto a street where people were running. It was easy enough to guess where Rhawrexdee had landed. We just needed to wade through the crowds moving in the opposite direction.

The closer we got the centre of town, the fewer people there were. Only a few very brave guards remained, the armour over their legs clanking together with fright.

We slipped past a rough formation of them and stepped onto the town square. Judging by the half-deconstructed scaffolding and the lack of a stage, the people in charge of yesterday’s festival had been hard at work taking things apart.

That would be complicated somewhat, I imagined, by the dragon currently flattening one of the stages.

Rhawrexdee was still as grand and formidable as when I had first laid eyes on him. More, maybe. His scales seemed freshly cleaned. Maybe he’d taken a dip in the ocean? His cart-sized head turned towards us and his lips peeled back to show off twin rows of glistening crocodile teeth. “Ah, you arrive at last. I was afraid that I’d need to start destroying parts of this town until you scurry out.”

I felt Awen and Amaryllis slip behind me, and Booksie was rooted to the spot, ears ramrod straight above her head. “Hello Rhawrexdee!” I called out. “We weren’t sure when to expect you, so we were having breakfast at the inn while we waited.”

The dragon tilted his head to the side. “Fair enough, I suppose. I myself despise skipping breakfast. A sheep a day keeps the teeth white and so on.”

I nodded along. “Sure. I’m glad you showed up.”

“I am nothing if not punctual, and also a dragon.” He shifted, long neck moving sinuously like the snake preparing to strike so that I had to look up to meet his eyes. “Now, I am certain you spent the last few days preparing to teach me how to court…” he glanced to my right where Amaryllis was standing. “Beautiful princess-y maidens?”

I worked to keep my smile on. “Yup. We’ve been doing, ah, nothing but work on that. This entire time.”

“Excellent,” he said.

Oh, good, he was gullible and I wasn’t going to be eaten.

“Yuuuup. We just need to, um, talk. Over there. For a moment. Hey, do you speak the local tongue?”

“I do not,” Rhawrexdee said. “Though my mother did make me take lessons to learn ancient Pyrowalkian. We do need to keep to some of the older ways, after all.”

“Brilliant!” I said as I grabbed onto my friends and dragged them off to the side. We stopped next to a neat pile of lumber. “We need a plan.”

“Awa, we could run?”

I shook my head. “He can fly.”

Booksie raised a trembling hand. “May I ask… what exactly is going on?”

I swallowed. “Well, see, it goes something like this. That nice blue dragon over there wants to either learn how to convince princesses to go out with him, or he wants to eat people and take all of their gold. So, we just need to, um, teach him how to date princesses.”

“Ah,” Booksie said. She turned to eye the dragon that was currently picking at what was no doubt some poor sheep’s innards stuck between his teeth. “And we can’t run?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

Booksie took a deep breath to settle herself. “Well, we could try to teach him what he wants to know.”

“Loath as I am to agree, the bun is right. If the dragon leaves satisfied he can fly off to be someone else’s problem,” Amaryllis said.

“So, you’re volunteering to date him?” I asked.

Amaryllis squawked. “World no.”

“Then we’re in a bit of a pickle,” I said. Rhawrexdee didn’t seem like that bad a guy, once I looked past his tendency to eat cute fluffy sheep and also people. What he wanted wasn’t anything too out of the ordinary. Really, he just wanted to be loved, and that was perfectly okay. I wanted the same thing, though I was still waiting for the perfect person to show up before I started thinking about actual romance.

“Awa,” Awen said. “If, if we have to, then we should try our best. Um. Miss Booksie can maybe help? And we can coach the dragon on how to be nicer?”

I nodded. “That’s it. We just need someone, anyone, to act as his date.” I stared at Amaryllis.

She glared back. “You… you moronic, half-witted, cretinous, imbecile…. Fine!”

“You’ll do it?” I asked.

“That, or I’ll ask the dragon to eat you in exchange for the date.”

Grinning I swept Amaryllis into a quick hug. “Thank-you, thank-you!”

She shoved me off with a huff. “Thank me if I managed to talk us out of this mess.”

“Ah,” I said. “That might be a problem. He said he can only speak dragon and something called ancient Pyrowalkian.”

Booksie looked up, her ears perking. “He speaks Tanyintian?” she asked. At my confused look, she tried to clarify. “It’s an old, old dialect. Before the founding of the Pyrowalkian Empire there was a kingdom called Pyro. Before the Pyro family—for which the kingdom was named—came into power, the region that would become this kingdom was a part of a nation called Tanyint. It is said to have been the most powerful nation to ever exist, until it slowly fell apart over the course of a century or two. I think the dragons had an alliance of sorts with their ruling family.” Booksie scratched at her cheek. “Sorry. It’s just an interesting history. I can speak it a bit. There are a lot of older books on magic, especially enchanting, that used Tanyint script.”

I grinned. “Well, now you have an excuse to practice,” I said.

“Ah, I suppose. I don’t think the dragon is really into books or anything though.”

I paused. My friends were in this because we had kinda promised to help, and I had dragged them into the mess. It was my fault, but I had the best of friends, and they were there for me. Booksie, on the other hand, was a friend, but not as close a friend, and she didn’t deserve to be dragged into a heap of trouble. There was still plenty of time for her to run back home. “If you want to leave, because it’s safer, I can give you the gold I have? It might help?”

Booksie shook her head. “No! Please, dragons are very interesting, and the opportunity to talk to one shouldn’t be missed out.” She blinked. “Speaking of. Where did you learn how to speak dragon?”

“Ah.”

“Could you teach me, just a little?” There was a very worrisome fervor in her eyes. “There are some texts that have phonetic dragon writings in them. Just knowing what they’re about could increase their value by so much.”

I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I’m kind of a Riftwalker.”

Booksie was suddenly very close. “Truly?” she asked with the sort of tone someone used to tell a hated rival that they were in check. It was soft and husky and came out as a purr and I was scared.

“Awa, the dragon doesn’t look very, um, patient,” Awen said.

That snapped Booksie away. She ran her hands down the front of her sweater and coughed lightly to one side. “Yes well, I’m all for this plan, as long as it doesn’t prove too untenable.”

“Right!” I spun on a heel and strolled over to Rhawrexdee. “Heya! We’re all set,” I said.

“You are?” the dragon said.

I nodded. “We’re all set right?” I asked my friends.

“No, no we really aren’t.” Amaryllis said.

“See, they agree,” I said to Rhawrexdee. “So, today we’ll be going, uh, over the essentials of dating?”

Rhawrexdee snorted. “That hardly sounds practical.”

Once my hair resettled from being blown about by his snort, I took a moment to think about things. “Well, that’s because we want to make sure you’re ready for, uh, this afternoon’s practice. A big, practice, not-real-at-all date. Totally fake.”

“You’re putting a suspicious amount of emphasis on the unreality of this date.”

“That’s because if it’s a fake date, if you make a little blunder it’s okay. Um. This is Booksie, one of my friends. She speaks ancient Pyrowalkian, a little, and she’ll be your teammate. Awen and I will be going ahead to, um, calm people down. And Amaryllis will be your date.”

Rhawrexdee perked up at that. “Truly?” he shifted to stare at Amaryllis who glared right back. “She doesn’t seem happy about it.”

“That’s… uh. She’s going to be playing hard to get. So that way you’ll learn how to get… that.”

“Hrmm, brilliant! And to think my sister said I should just eat you all and give up on the entire situation. Hah! Shows her!”

I smiled. “I’m sure it’ll be lots of fun.”


Chapter Fourty-Six

Teach a Dragon To Fish…

“Hello mister mayor!” I said as I approached the round tummied mayor. The man was standing next to a large gathering of guards and warriors and adventurer-looking folk, fiddling with his hat with one hand while squishing a kerchief with the other.

The man looked at me. In fact, nearly all of them looked at me. “Miss Bunch?” he said. “Is it gone? Did you get the dragon to leave?”

“Ah, well, not quite,” I said. I bounced to a stop before him, then rocked back and forth on my heels. “So, I’ve been talking to the dragon—”

“You can talk dragon?” someone asked.

“And we’ve come to something of a solution! It’s great. See, the dragon, uh…” I paused. Would the truth work with all of these people? Probably not, but I wasn’t a liar so… “My friends and I are teaching the dragon how to date girls.”

The clanking of so much armour shifting about as the nervous guards burned off their jitters stopped. Now I was sure that all of them were looking at me.

“M-miss Bunch, could you… explain?” the mayor asked.

“I’m pretty sure it’s because, deep down, Rhawrexdee is a romantic. So, we made a bargain with him. We’ll teach him how to date and such, and he won’t, um, eat everyone, rain thunder and lightning down upon our heads, and then bathe in the afterglow of the burning town. Oh, and he won’t steal your gold either.”

The mayor swallowed. “So, you will, ah, bring the dragon out of Rosenbell, and teach it there?” the mayor asked. There was a lot of hope in his eyes.

I kinda felt bad about dashing it. “Not quite. See, to practice we need a realistic environment. And Rosenbell is quite nice.” I tried making my smile more reassuring.

The mayor dabbed at his forehead. “You’re taking a dragon, onto a date, in my town?”

“That’s the gist of it?” I said.

“Are you quite mad, Miss Bunch?” The mayor asked with surprising calm.

I shook my head. “Not even a little,” I said. “We, and by we I mean you, could always tell the dragon that his practice date is cancelled.”

The mayor dabbed at his forehead some more. “What do you need from us?” he asked.

“Just make sure all the shops and such are still open? And that people are very nice and polite. You know, normal things.”

“But towards a dragon.”

“Yes, exactly.”

The mayor looked towards the guard that had the fanciest hat around. “I will see what I can do,” he offered.

“Brilliant! I’m gonna go back and make sure that everyone is copacetic.” I flashed them a thumbs up, then bounced back towards the centre of town.

When I arrived, it was to find Rhawrexdee nodding his big head along to something that Booksie was saying. “Yes, I think that would be for the best,” he said. His eyes snapped to the side and he focused on me as I approached. “You… the formerly human one. The other one, that is currently a human, has agreed to make me some clothes that I may look even more resplendent when I do begin dating for real.”

I blinked, then looked over to Awen who was busy linking and unlinking her fingers. “Oh? That’s great!” I said. “And her name is Awen. And mine is Broccoli.”

“Mmm, yes, but your names don’t matter, do they?” he asked.

I felt my ears flopping to the side as I tilted my head in thought. “They kind of do. Would you go on a date with someone without even knowing her name?”

“Would her name matter more than her virginity and princessness?” he wondered.

I nodded. “Oh yeah. I think people care a lot more about their names than either of those. They might not be important to you, but they’re important to her.”

Rhawrexdee let out a long, warm breath. “Yes, I suppose even the characters in the stories have names. But the names you little ones have are all so droll.”

“I like my name,” I said.

“I’m not dating you,” he said. “I know better than to date a Riftwalker.” He turned towards Awen. “Tell this one to get to work. I expect my garments to be ready as soon as I am to depart.”

“Ah, when are you planning on leaving, exactly?”

Rhawrexdee shifted his massive wings in what I suspected was a shrug. “Whenever I deem myself ready. I’m a dragon, I leave if and when I want.”

“Alrighty then,” I said. Turning to Awen, I cleared my throat to speak in a more normal tone. “So, he wants you to start making him a nice outfit for his dates. Can you do that?”

“Awa, I think I can,” Awen said. “I might need his measurements though.”

I judged whether or not we could stretch his patience that long. The tapping of claws as long as my forearm on the ground suggested no. “How about you go talk to the mayor, explain things, then find Yoland. I’m sure she can help.”

“G-got it!” Awen said. She backed away from the dragon for a few steps, then took off in a sprint.

“Can we start now?” Rhawrexdee asked.

I nodded, then looked over to Amaryllis who was looking extra unimpressed, with her arms crossed and her nose in the air. “Let me introduce you to your date for the evening,” I said as I stepped closer. I gestured Amaryllis up and down. “Hailing from the Harpy Mountains, from the Albatross family, this is Amaryllis Albatross, third daughter of the clan, Thundere extraordinaire, and my best friend!”

“Did you just introduce me?” Amaryllis asked. “I didn’t understand more than a word in ten, yet I still know you butchered it.”

“Your turn,” I said to Rhawrexdee. “Tell me what you want me to say for you, I’ll act as one of your translators.”

The dragon stood a little taller then he tipped back until he was standing on his hindlegs, his chest puffing out and his wings spread behind him. As far as displays went, it was pretty impressive to have an eighty foot span of leathery wings appear above you to hide the sun. “I am Rhawrexdee, son of Lawlyhoumad and Nhoyhou. He Who Smote the Clouds Themselves! The Thunder Hammer! The Scourge of the Northern Desert!”

Lightning flashed into an otherwise clear sky and disappeared into the horizon.

Rhawrexdee looked down. “How was that?”

I clapped. “Very impressive,” I said. “But, I think your tone is a bit off.”

Rhawrexdee tilted his head. “The tone?” he asked.

I saw Booksie nod as she came to stand next to me. “Indeed, mighty Rhawrexdee. Place yourself in the position of the princess. She’s ready for a date with a handsome dragon, and then she’s suddenly overwhelmed by all of his titles and the prestige of his name. It’s like walking into a room, proud of how good you look that day, only to have an entire crowd of even prettier people walk by. It can hurt a little.”

“Ah, yes, I suppose unlike us dragons, princesses have fragile egos,” Rhawrexdee said with a firm nod. “Perhaps you are right, long-eared potential snack.”

“Her name is Booksie,” I said.

“That doesn’t sound like a very appealing name. Books are for reading, not eating.”

I nodded. “Exactly. Don’t eat Booksie. Or any of my friends… or anyone else, please.”

The dragon rolled his eyes at me. “Humanoids,” he muttered. “Now, can we begin this date?”

“Of course!” I said. I stepped up between him and Amaryllis. “Now, you’ve been introduced, so it’s time for you to compliment the princess to make her feel nice.”

The dragon hummed, it sounded like a semi-trailer shifting gears. “Very well,” he said before clearing his throat. “Oh, radiant beauty of this early dawn, your feathers glisten like morning dew and your eyes have the burning glow of yet not unleashed cruelty. I wish only to be the dragon upon which that fire burns, that I may bask in its glow and feel the warmth of a heart so pure that even the vessel around it is incandescent. You are the fever of my brow and the burning of my loins.”

I blinked a few times, my cheeks growing a little warm. “Ah,” I said.

“Are you not going to translate that?” Rhawrexdee asked.

Booksie tilted her head. “Was that from the Flowers of the Blood Spring?” she asked.

Rhawrexdee turned to face her fully. “You’ve read that?”

“I have. It’s a classic.”

The dragon huffed. “It’s alright. The actual story is dull and tripe.”

“Yes, but the prose,” Booksie rebutted.

Rhawrexdee hummed. “I’ll give you that much, the prose is quite well done. Especially the scenes where the lovers meet in secret.”

“Those are the best parts,” Booksie agreed. “Did you read the author’s other works? Flora of Stained Winters and Plants in Muddy Summer?”

“I’ve read Winters, but I could never find the last one. The copies are difficult to find.” The dragon’s eyes narrowed. “How did you find one?”

Booksie looked down and away. “I owned a bookstore. I got to hoard quite a few classics over the years.”

“A hoard of books? Impressive… what was your name again?”

“Booksie. My friends call me Booksie.”

Rhawrexdee showed his teeth in what I suspect was a smile. “Good. I’m glad you’re well-read, Booksie, you can better translate my prose for me.”

“I’ll do my best.” Booksie bowed at the waist, then started to translate to a more and more horrified Amaryllis.

While she did so, Rhawrexdee shifted to be closer to me. “I can see why you wanted to delay for some days. Obtaining such an expert was a good call. She seems far better suited to getting the meaning of my words across than you.”

“Uh. Thanks. I think?” I waited for Booksie to be done and for the look of disgust to wear off Amaryllis’ face before I clapped my hands. “Okay, now the two of you can start the date with a little walk. Just along the shops, I think.”

“And I will ramsack any store for the precious gems and gold that catches her eye,” Rhawrexdee said.

“Ah. That, that depends on the girl, I think. Some women aren’t into… gems, and stuff.”

The dragon was looking at me with pure doubt in his big eyes.

“I mean, you should establish what the woman finds important while walking with her, right? Maybe she’s a gold and gems kind of girl, but maybe she’s more interested in other things. I like hanging out with my friends, Booksie here likes a good book. Not all girls are the same. In fact, they’re pretty much all different.”

“How strange. My research led me to believe there were only four or five archetypes to deal with. Are you quite certain?”

“Very,” I said.

“That’s unfortunate. I had pegged Amaryllis as the feisty sort with a heart of gold. I will have to rethink my entire plan for wooing her.”

Booksie tittered, which gained her the dragon’s attention. “I’m afraid that not everyone fits neatly into the same sort of categories as a character in a book. At least, the best characters also fail to fit into neat categories too, so maybe it’s not all bad.”

“I suppose not,” Rhawrexdee said. “I will merely have to put my great intellect to work to find a solution as we date.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir Rhawrexdee, how did you come to be so well-read?”

The dragon looked a little contrite. “Ah, well, I have difficulty reading the tiny books you little people make, so I invented something I call an audio book.”

“Oh? A sort of magic?” Booksie wondered. “Library magic always fascinated me!”

“Likewise! But no. An audio book is when you find someone that can read and translate a book at the same time, usually a scholar, and then kidnap them so that they can read to you. I like listening to… mature and interesting books during long flights.”

“Oh, that’s… clever.”

“Isn’t it?” he said with obvious pride. “My sister, Cholondee, mocked me, but then she got herself hooked on all these alternate tales of historical figures written by fanatics. Disgusting filth I say!” He shook his head as if to clear it. “But that is all quite besides the point. Let’s start this thing, shall we?”


Chapter Fourty-Seven

And Also a Dragon

Rhawrexdee did an admirable job avoiding all the roofs and overhangs and buildings in the street as he stomped along next to Amaryllis. He only tore off the more intrusive clothes lines and such, but eight buildings out of ten were still mostly intact when he was done moving past.

“So, princess Amaryllis,” Rhawrexdee said. I translated as soon as he paused, of course. I had the impression that our new dragon-y friend was actually a little nervous as he spoke. “How’s that virginity of yours keeping?”

I choked. “You can’t ask that!” I said.

“And why can I not? I am a dragon. I can ask what I want.”

I huffed. “But that’s private.”

“It’s hardly private at all. Anyone with a proper dragon’s nose could tell. It’s as clear as her princessness,” he said.

I crossed my arms. “Well it’s still rude, and I think she’d zap you for asking. There are some subjects that should be eased into, or outright avoided, I think. Stuff like politics, and religion, and the economy and, and sex stuff.”

Rhawrexdee looked at me. “That doesn’t sound right at all. The characters in my books talk about all sorts of things like that.”

“Ah,” Booksie butted in. She was walking on his other side. “But how often do the relationships come to a head because of those things in those stories? Did you ever read the collected plays of Violet-Blue Morningsong?”

“Of course I have,” Rhawrexdee said. “It would be difficult not to, they’re exceptionally popular.”

Booksie nodded. “How many of those love stories end in tragedy because of politics or such?”

“Hrm,” Rhawrexdee said. “I suppose you might have a point. Very well then. Perhaps I shall try instead to pick Amaryllis up by wooing her with other things. That is the point of this part of the date, yes?”

“Yup. This is the walk around and chat part,” I confirmed.

“Very well then. Ask the princess if she prefers a negative or positive charge with her magical attacks.”

I didn’t see the point to the question, but I also didn’t know that much about magic, so I repeated what he said back to Amaryllis.

“I don’t see why it would matter,” Amaryllis said with a growing frown. “I think most magic-made electrical discharges are negative by default. I never saw a reason to change any of that. It also helps turn the subject of a strike into a ground of sorts.”

I translated that as quickly as I could.

Rhawrexdee listened attentively, then showed his teeth in a weird sort of smile. “Tell her that I’m a positive dragon, then remind her that opposites attract.”

I had a lot of questions, but I did as he asked only to see the confusion I felt mirror itself on Amaryllis’ features. “Was that a pun?” she asked.

“I think so,” I said. “Um. Mister Rhawrexdee, Amaryllis is wondering if that was a pun.”

“Oh, it was only the beginning of them, yes. I have prepared a small hoard of them to properly woo the Thundere.”

“Ah, I see,” I said.

“Tell her that I have my ion her next,” he said. “Oh, and that I think she is electrifying.”

“While Broccoli translates all that,” Booksie said. “Would you mind if I asked you about that… custom. Is it a dragon thing?”

“Of course. It is how my father convinced my mother to be with him. She riddled him full of lightning from on high, and he told her that they had a spark. She admired his electrifying personality, and soon they formed a circuit. It was very romantic.”

Booksie took a step closer to Rhawrexdee. “Interesting. We learn so little about dragon culture. I didn’t think that word play was so important to you.”

“While some of us, like myself, of course, appreciate the literary arts, more barbaric dragons will do their own thing. It’s quite disappointing. I don’t think there have been many dragon authors in the past though. A shame, I’m certain we’d be far better than most.”

Booksie giggled and skipped a few steps. She seemed to be genuinely enjoying herself. “We should talk more on it later. Maybe I can write while you dictate a story?”

“That…” Rhawrexdee looked the other way. “That sounds possible, yes.”

“Brilliant, now I’ll leave you to your date, I wouldn’t want you to… book bad.” She grinned. “Did I do that correctly?”

Rhawrexdee eyed Booksie for a long moment. “Yes, yes you did.” He cleared his throat. “Have we walked long enough for this segment of the date to be over with?”

“I think so,” I said as I drew from my vast experiences hearing about other girls who did go on dates. “I think we can skip right over to the lunch part. There’s a cafe over there.” I pointed towards the end of the street.

The little restaurant wasn’t quite a cafe. In fact, I was pretty sure I hadn’t seen coffee anywhere since I’d come over to Dirt, so it couldn’t be a proper coffee shop. It did have some pastries, and little sandwiches hidden behind a glass-fronted counter, and there were tables by the front with chairs all around them.

There was a young man standing next to one of the tables, his eyes very wide and his hands frozen in the act of being wiped on the edge of his apron. He had to be one of the waiters, or maybe the owner.

I skipped ahead of my friends and Rhawrexdee, whose friendship was still undetermined, and stopped before the waiter. “Hello! I’d like to make a reservation. Two tables. One with only one chair. We need to make a bit of room for our dragon friend.”

“Th-the dragon?”

“Yes,” I said before pointing to the dragon coming up behind me. “That one. Don’t worry, we’ll pay for any food we buy. Um. I don’t know if we can cover the dragon’s bill though.” The poor man looked so confused, so I tried to explain a little. “See, we’re on a sort of practice date.”

“All… four of you?” he asked.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “But it’s okay because it’s not a real date.”

“I’ll.” He paused to swallow. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

Soon enough Booksie and I were moving one of the tables so that it was in the centre of the little room so that Rhawrexdee could stick his head in through the door—he hardly broke it at all!—and Amaryllis could sit, if a little stiffly, across from him.

We, of course, took our own seats just a little ways away.

I eyed the menu and decided on some tea. Nothing too filling since I’d had my breakfast just an hour or so back.

“You, with the ears,” Rhawrexdee said.

Booksie and I looked at each other.

“The eloquent one, with the books,” the dragon added.

“Yes?” Booksie asked.

“Assist me in telling Princess Amaryllis that I look forward to her carving into whatever unsuspecting beast they place before her here.”

I felt my blood go cold. “Um. Rhawrexdee, do you know what a cafe is?”

“Of course I do!” he said. I heard plates and such clattering to the floor in the kitchen and suspected that Rhawrexdee had just given someone quite the fright. “They are a very romantic place in many stories.” He looked around. “Is this one of those? I expected it to smell less like mud and more like meat and other proper foods.”

I glanced to Booksie who shrugged. “Well,” I said. “This a bistro of sorts, just like in your stories.”

“Fascinating,” he said. “I suppose we must hold hands across this little table and share stories of our childhoods?”

Booksie grinned. “That sounds like something out of a DeClancy story.”

Rhawexdee recoiled, then flinched when his head banged into the ceiling. Fortunately, his head was harder than the wood above and his horns passed clean through with just a bit of crunching. I really hoped that the floor above wasn’t the shopkeeper’s house. “I would never read such filth,” he said.

“Oh? I enjoyed them. Though the way the second novel ended…”

Rhawrexdee shook his head. “How could the protagonist forgo a harem in favour of marrying his childhood best friend? It’s unnatural.”

“But the other girls in the harem had no chemistry,” Booksie said.

“I thought they were enjoyable,” Rhawrexdee said.

“I thought you didn’t read such filth?” I wondered.

“Oh, no one reads those books,” Booksie said. “They were best-sellers that no one with an ounce of dignity would admit to reading. Especially the fifth book in the series.”

“There’s a fifth book?” Rhawrexdee asked. “Truly?”

“Oh yes. I think I saw a copy at the local book store.”

“That is where we will go next,” he declared.

“Certainly,” Booksie said. “Out of curiosity, what were your favourite novels as a child?”

Rhawrexdee hummed. “I suppose the Tales of Knight Princess Dragonia.”

“Really?” Booksie asked.

“Do not judge me, I am a dragon, I am above your petty judgements,” Rhawrexdee said.

Booksie waved her hands in the air in denial. “No no, I wasn’t judging. It’s just that I had the entire set as a little bun. I loved them! I wanted to be just like the princess’s librarian squire when I grew up.”

“Really? I enjoyed that character. Though it is the main character that inspired my early love for princesses. As is only proper in a young dragon.”

“Of course.”

I looked over to Amaryllis. I think we knew each other well enough to communicate just how weird we felt, even without words. Booksie was enjoying herself though, smiling ear to ear as she talked to a very attentive Rhawrexdee about the difference in each edition of their favourite book series.

“Fascinating. I will have to raid a capital one day to obtain a new set of the books.”

Booksie shook her head. “Nonsense. I… ah, I had a copy of the earlier edition in my store. I suppose it was left behind when I came here.”

Their conversation was cut short when the trembling waiter came to take our orders. I had to repeat mine a few times since he was more focused on the dragon tearing a wider and wider hole in the entrance to pay attention.

Amaryllis ordered some pastry and Rhawrexdee ordered meat. All of the store’s meat.

“So, do you have any suggestions for reading material?” Rhawrexdee asked.

“I owned a bookstore, recommending books was my job,” Booksie said.

“Hrm. Perhaps it is you I should kidnap, not the princess.”

Booksie grinned. “I doubt I’m worth the effort, but thank you. As for recommendations, that would depend entirely on what sort of reading material you’re looking for. I think you have a penchant for more classical romance.”

“I suppose, though I wouldn’t mind branching out a little,” the dragon said casually.

“Oh, there are a lot of other genres with romance in them, they just don’t feature as prominently. Ah, I wish I still had my store, I had so many books you would enjoy.”

“Perhaps when my date is over we can visit your shop.”

Booksie’s smile grew a little fixed, and she looked down and away. “Maybe,” she said.

I reached out and patted her hand. “We’ll get your shop back,” I said.

Rhawrexdee’s eyes narrowed. “What happened to her hoard?” he asked.

“Ah, it’s nothing to concern yourself over, mister dragon,” Booksie said.

“Well, if you say so, I suppose,” he said.

The waiter chose that moment to walk into the room, carrying a large platter covered in still-smoking meat that he eased onto Rhawrexdee’s end of the table before scurrying off. There had to be enough meat there to feed a family of four for a month.

“The books were right, the portions in places like these are awful,” Rhawrexdee said.


Chapter Fourty-Eight

Third Wheeling

I had never been a third wheel before, so as I followed behind the two ahead of me while they talked and laughed, I got to experience something entirely new.

At least I wasn’t alone.

“Why do I feel slighted?” Amaryllis asked. “I shouldn’t. It doesn’t make sense. I don’t even like dragons, or men who are that pushy.”

I rubbed her back. “It’s okay?” I said. “I don’t think you would have made a nice couple anyway.”

“Of course not,” Amaryllis said. “As if I’d actually go out with an overgrown lizard.”

Said overgrown lizard rocked his head back and roared with laughter while, next to him, Booksie placed a hand before her mouth and giggled.

Amaryllis glared ahead, her wings tightening across her chest. “It doesn’t make sense. What does she see in him?”

I shrugged a shoulder. “They both like books and, ah, one sec.” I twitched my big bun ears forwards to better hear what Booksie was saying to Rhawrexdee.

“Oh, that reminds me of my own mother. I love her, I really do, but she can be just so…” She waved her hands in the air in a gesture that could mean anything. “She’s one of the reasons I moved to an entirely different country. She kept asking me, ‘Booksie, you’re twenty-five, when will you find a nice boy? When will you bring home a basket full of grandkids for me to play with?’ It’s frustrating. I want more in life than just being a mother, I have goals!”

Rhawrexdee was nodding along. “I understand. Ever since my father flew off after some Eastern dragon my mother has been so doting over my sister and me. She keeps telling me how to act, and to go find a nice dragon to spend some time with. She even confiscated my audio books! I worked hard kidnapping all those scholars! She said that I needed a proper harem, not a collection of old men with bad eyesight. Bah!”

“Urgh,” Booksie said. “I know what you mean. And I’m sorry to hear that about your dad. Mine passed away when I was young and, well, it’s not the same, but… still.” She reached out, almost carefully, and patted Rhawrexdee on the side.

I rubbed at my chin. “Yeah, they’re talking about their moms. This is getting weird.”

Amaryllis huffed. “As long as she takes care of our dragon problem for us I don’t care.”

“I guess,” I said. I felt a big smile coming on, and allowed it to bloom. “But really, this is great! I’ve never seen two people actually fall in love before.”

“I don’t know if I’d call that love,” Amaryllis said.

I pointed ahead to where the couple stopped before a large puddle in the middle of the road. Booksie seemed ready to walk around when Rhawrexdee paused her with a raised claw, reached up, and tore an awning off the side of a house and placed the cloth across the puddle. He waved her forward.

“That doesn’t mean anything, Broccoli.”

At the next intersection, Rhawrexdee uprooted an entire rosebush, sniffed it, then carefully pressed it up against Booksie who laughed with delight.

“It could be… I really hope it’s not love,” Amaryllis said.

“Oh, come on, don’t you have a bit of romance in you?” I asked.

“No,” she said.

“Not even a little? I always dreamed of meeting this cute boy who’d sweep me off my feet, and give me flowers, and get along with all of my friends.”

She rolled her eyes. “I think we’ve established that your dreams are incredibly pedestrian already. What was it you wanted… a little home and two kids?”

“I think I might call my first born daughter Amaryllis,” I said.

Amaryllis blushed to the stems of her hair-feathers. “I-idiot!”

“What?” I said.

“Nevermind that,” she shot right back before picking up the pace. I jogged to catch up. “Did I say something stupid without knowing it again?”

“You do that every time you open your mouth,” she grumbled.

“Rude!” I called out with a laugh.

“What?!” Rhawrexdee roared.

The dragon spun around, tail swiping into a building with a heavy crunch. He stomped closer, completely ignoring the sparking electricity that appeared around amaryllis, and lowered his head until he was even with me.

“Did you know?” he asked.

“Um, did I know what?” I asked.

Rhawrexdee pointed back to a wide-eyed Booksie. “That this… poor young woman’s hoard was taken by, by filthy scavengers?”

“Ah, yeah,” I said. “We did know. We’re gonna help her take it back though.”

“You are?” he asked. “And how do you intend to do that?”

“Well, ah, once we were done with your dating practice, I was thinking we might walk over to Port Royal and then talk to the authorities, see what we can do?”

“Walk? At the speed you little ones move? That would take… hours!”

I shrugged. “We could fly there, I guess. But I haven’t looked to see when the next ship will be heading over or how much it would cost.”

Rhawrexdee shifted, looking rather awkward all of a sudden. He leaned way forwards until his head almost butted up against me. “She doesn’t speak proper dragon, right?” he asked.

“She doesn’t,” I confirmed. “Just Pyrowalkian and, uh, whatever the other language most people speak is.”

“Good, good, so she can’t understand us.” He leaned in even closer. “Tell me, does she have a husband?”

“No? Not that I know of,” I said.

“And no male rivals pinning after her?” he asked.

“No?”

He nodded slowly. “Interesting. I’m merely curious, of course. It’s a scholarly interest, I assure you.”

“Sure it is!” I said. “If it helps any, I think that she liked spending time with you today. I’m sure if you asked her out on another, ah, practice date, she would say yes.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Maybe I will. And her hoard. All of those books that were taken from her. If I retrieve them like a gallant knight, do you think…”

“I think that Booksie is the kind of girl that would appreciate some help, but—and I’m saying this having only known her for a little bit—I don’t think she’s the sort to expect others to do all the work for her.”

He nodded. “How very dragon-like of her. Yes, I’ve decided. I’m going to make Booksie my official dating advice counsellor in exchange for my assistance in destroying the city that robbed her.”

“Ah,” I said. “Wait, back up there. I think that maybe just helping would be better.”

“Wouldn’t that help?”

“Uh,” I said as I tried to think faster. “Her hoard is in that city though. If you burn it all down she’ll lose it. And her customers. And what if she wants to live there again and gets hungry. She’s a bun, she can’t just pick up some passing sheep for a snack.”

He hummed, deep and rumbly. “Perhaps. But then I would only be able to see her when I’m in that city.”

“I mean, the rent can’t be that bad. I’m sure you could afford a nice warehouse or something near the docks.”

“And then I’d be able to see her every day,” he said.

I felt a grin tugging up my cheeks. “You’re really smitten.”

“I am not!” he said.

I nodded. “You are!” I said before clapping. “Oh, I really hope it works out between you two.”

“We’re going to take things slow,” he said.

“Of course,” I said. “So, ah, if we want to make it to Port Royal quickly, we’ll either need to charter a ship for there today, or find some other way to fly all the way over.”

“I won’t allow a bunch of little people like you to ride on my back,” he said.

I pouted. “Aww, but we hardly weigh anything at all, and, uh, think of how romantic it’ll be to ride into the sky with your special someone sitting on your head.”

Rhawrexdee seemed to consider that for a moment. “That might be true, but then why would I let the likes of you come along?”

“Well, you wouldn’t want it to be too romantic. So if you bring us along it turns it from a special moment shared between just the two of you, into one shared by a bigger group. Still magical, but a little less heavy handed,” I said. I had never made up so much crud in my entire life, but there was dragon riding on the line!

“Hrm,” he said. “There is only one problem then.”

“What’s that?”

“Port Royal is the territory of another dragon, which would mean flying through their land.”

I winced. “Would you need to fight?” I asked. I could feel my plans and dreams sinking.

“Worse. That dragon is my mother.”

I blinked. “Is that bad?”

“She’s nagging and won’t stop pestering me, I just know it.”

“There, there,” I said as I patted him on the snout.

Rhawrexdee blew me back with a snort. “Don’t patronize me, little bun. I will tell Booksie about my plans to assist her through her plight. If you intend to come with us then you have a few moments to gather your things.”

“Right!” I said.

Turning on a heel, I rushed over to Amaryllis and grabbed onto her talons. “Why are you smiling like that?” she asked. “What’s going horribly wrong now?”

“Nothing!” I cheered as I tugged her along. “We’re going to Port Royal.”

“What? When?”

“As soon as we pick up Awen and Orange and our stuff,” I said.

“And how are we getting there?” she asked.

I looked over my shoulder and grinned.

“No,” she said.

“I didn’t say how yet,” I said.

“That’s because I’m not an idiot. I am not riding on that creature. There’s no way.”

“Think of what it’ll do to your reputation though. You rode a dragon! That’ll be the kind of thing you should tell your kids and grandkids about.” I waved in the air to encompass the enormity of it. “It’s every kid’s dream, at least where I’m from.”

“I’m not a child,” Amaryllis said. There was a tiny hint of reluctance there, and I pounced on it.

“It’s not just kids. I bet all the adults will be jealous too.”

“Envious, you moron, and I still don’t like it.”

I grinned. “You could take notes. I bet there aren’t that many scientists that can write about dragon flight. Rhawrexdee is way too big for his wings to actually lift him, so there has to be magic involved.”

Now I had her, I could tell by the near predatory glint in her eye. “If we could harness that, we could outstrip the Sylph’s abilities in no time at all.” She started walking just a little faster. “We’ll get Awen first. And stop giving me that look. I came to this decision on my own.”

“You did,” I said.

“Don’t agree with me with that tone!”

I snorted and skipped ahead of her.

Navigating the town was tricky, especially with so few people around. It seemed as if everyone was hiding, or maybe they had evacuated while there was a dragon around. All in all, it was probably a good idea.

We found Awen and Yoland both standing outside of the old tailor’s shop. “Awa, it’s you!” Awen said. “We made a vest for the dragon, and a, ah, hat.” She lifted a nice top hat before her, one big enough that she could have fit into it with a bit of contorting around. “And a tie, too.”

“That’s great!” I said.

“You girls do bring me interesting projects,” Yoland said.

“That might be the last one, I’m afraid. We’re heading out in a bit. We came to fetch you, Awen!”

“Awa? Where are we going?” Awen asked. “Should I…” she gestured to the vest and a big pile of cloth that I guessed was the aforementioned tie.

“Bring it all,” I said. ‘We’re flying over to Port Royal! That is, if you want to come.”

“Of course! We’re taking a ship?”

“Nope!”


Chapter Fourty-Nine

Dragon Rider of Bun

I was so excited I was trembling. I knew this because Orange, who I was cuddling close to my chest, was staring up at me as if I was a mouse poking at the wrong kitty.

Not that she was that much of a kitty anymore. At some point Orange had grown into a juvenile tabby cat, her fur growing longer and her body getting bigger. Maybe spirit kittens grew faster than normal kittens? That was a shame, kittens were cutest when they were small.

We gathered just on the outskirts of the town, the mayor, a few guards, old Yoland and a bunch of onlookers. Most of them stayed well away from us as we waited with eyes towards the skies.

“Stop wiggling so much, people will think you’re bizarre, and it will taint me by association,” Amaryllis said.

“But we’re going to ride a dragon!” I said.

Awen giggled next to me, it sounded halfway between excited and nervous, which was exactly the right thing to be feeling about the prospect of riding a real-deal dragon.

“Moron,” Amaryllis said. “Can’t you at least pretend that you have some decorum in you?”

“No!” I said. “Oh, I’m going to go say bye to the mayor.”

With that said, I skipped over to the gathering of people by the gate. I saw kids pointing and more than one person shied away as I approached, as if I was dangerous or something. Maybe I should have been more careful with my reputation, I didn’t want it to get between me and my ability to make friends.

“Hello,” I said.

“Ah, Miss Bunch,” the mayor said as he squished his hat. “You’re, ah, heading out now, yes?”

“Yup, we’re just waiting for Rhawrexdee to arrive. I hope he didn’t break too many things?”

“A few, but, well, we had something of an emergency meeting of the town council, and we decided that we would all pitch in to repair the damages.”

I sighed with relief. “Good. I’d hate it if our visit left a bad image.”

“No, no of course not,” he said in a hurry. “Nothing of the sort.”

“Neat! So, um, we’ll be heading out now.”

“On foot?” he asked. “I could hire a coach.”

I blinked. “No? I thought you were all gathered here to see the dragon.”

“That dragon is returning?!” the mayor squeaked. Some of the guards nearby tensed and I heard a murmur spreading through the crowd.

“Yeah. Why else would you all be here?”

Yoland cackled. “They’re here to see you off. The daft morons decided that you’re the source of all their troubles. Can’t see the obvious when it’s right in front of them.”

“But we only tried to help,” I said. I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. As soon as Rhawrexdee lands we’re taking off.”

“You’re going to ride the dragon?” Yoland asked. “My, if I was a few decades more spry… bah. Good luck lass. I’d say be safe, but that seems unlikely with the life you lead.”

I lifted my arms for a parting hug, which Yoland returned with a cackle. Then I hugged the rotund mayor too, for good measure.

My goodbyes were cut off with the fwomp of huge wings beating against the air. “Gotta go!” I said before bouncing back to my friends. “Hello Rhawrexdee!”

The dragon landed with a ground-shaking crash onto his rear legs. A squeak escaped from his arms. He uncupped his huge hands to reveal a dishevelled but grinning Booksie. She laughed and stood up onto Rhawrexdee’s hand, then hopped the dozen feet to the ground, landing with bent knees and a burst of stamina. “That was brilliant, Rhawrexdee,” Booksie said.

“It was merely a small flight,” Dragon said. He did sound a little bashful about it.

“Did you have fun?” I asked Booksie while she fixed her clothes on straight.

“Oh, yes! Flying with Rhawexdee is, well, it’s nothing at all like being aboard an airship,” she said.

There was a shine in her eyes that I think my own were reflecting as she reached up and fixed her ears on straight.

“I can’t wait!” I said.

The dragon huffed and looked down at our little group. He was wearing Awen’s vest and ascot and his new tophat which had somehow stayed affixed to the top of his head despite the flight. “I won’t be able to carry all of you in my arms,” he said.

“I can ride on your back!” I volunteered.

“We’re not stopping to search for your body when you inevitably fly off his back,” Amaryllis said.

“I’ll hang on tight, I promise!” I said.

Rhawrexdee shrugged. “If you die It’s no scales off my back,” he said. “One less humanoid that I need to care for mid-flight.”

“Alright!” I said. I took off my backpack and gave it to Awen. “Can you watch over this? I think the drag might be dangerous. Oh, and Orange too.”

Awen nodded, and after a moment spent coaxing Orange into my backpack, she hugged it close. “Awa, please be careful,” she said.

I gave her a thumbs-up, then skipped over to Rhawrexdee, bunched my legs under me, and hopped up and onto his back.

He didn’t so much as twitch at my weight landing on him. Unlike the dragons in my books, there wasn’t a nice spot to sit on along his back. Rhawrexdee’s neck was all overlapping scales that stuck out with little points at their tips and his spine had foot-long spikes sticking out of it from his upper back all the way down to his tail. His new vest had cleverly crafted holes in the back to make room for all the pokey bits.

I walked around his back a bit, careful not to hurt him, but he didn’t even seem to notice that I was there at all.

Being a dragon must have been awesome! I wish I had a Cinnamon Bun Dragon class instead of just Cinnamon Bun Bun.

I found a nice spot to lay down flat on my tummy just between his wings where there were fewer spikes and where I could hug one of the spines before me and wrap a leg around another.

“Hang on,” Rhawrexdee said.

His wings unfurled, huge leathery things that looked even bigger from how close I was to them. Then he beat down and the world filled with rushing wind.

One beat followed the other and I tightened my grip on his back as hard as I could while also holding back the urge to whoop and giggle.

We took to the air, Rhawrexdee’s entire back bending around as he spun and dove across Rosenbell, the town shooting past below a moment before giving way to the perilous drop into the yellow-brown desert.

Rhawrexdee raced forwards, gaining so much speed that my friend’s screams—part joy and part panic—barely registered over the roar of the wind. I felt the dragon chuckle though my chest as I pressed myself down lower.

His wings beat again and again, the world faded below, faster than any airship I had even been on. My grin was frozen in place as Rhawrexdee began to coast along, wings catching onto unseen thermals tossing us up and down through the air.

I had no idea how fast we were going, but it certainly felt a lot faster than any ship I’d ridden on. The Shady Lady had been a quick little ship, but compared to a dragon she was a real slowpoke. It was no wonder that the skies belonged to them.

I saw Rhawrexdee turn his head to look off to the side, and with a bit of a stretch I was able to see what he was looking at. A whole flock of flying whales was wiggling through the sky as quick as they could, like fish that had spotted a predator.

I hoped that he wasn’t feeling peckish while we were with him or else things would get interesting.

After a bit, I felt comfortable enough to climb onto my knees—with one hand still firmly gripped onto a spike—to look around a little. The Harpy mountains to the East were approaching fast, and the desert behind us was fading away into little more than a brown line over the horizon.

Dragons could really move when they wanted to!

I laid back down, just in case, and hugged Rhawrexdee’s back close.

Time passed in a bit of a blur, the air grew a little cool for a bit, but Rhawrexdee soon dipped down beneath the clouds and into warmer air. The distant mountains became not-so-distant, and then they were outright close.

And then, quite suddenly, I heard something that was rather unnerving.

“Oh no,” Rhawrexdee said.

My heart skipped a beat. Had one of my friends fallen? That would be… But no, Rhawrexdee didn’t seem that irresponsible.

The dragon tilted his wings down, and with the next beat, I could see Port Royal approaching fast ahead. For a moment I thought that he was disappointed that we had arrived already, then I caught a glimpse of something green in the skies high above.

I had barely craned my neck back to see the tiny fleck in the sky that it came rocketting down and blew past with a hurricane-like gust of air.

I screamed as I scrambled to hang onto Rhawrexdee’s back and just barely managed to hang onto a scale as Rhawrexdee began to swoop down himself. I caught one of the spines with the back of my foot and grabbed onto another for dear life as the dragons began to spin around each other.

“Rhawrexdee!” the green dragon roared.

I caught a glimpse of it as we spun again. It was massive, easily twice as long as Rhawrexdee was and it had a lot more going on in the gut area than the lean blue dragon I was hanging onto.

“Hi mom,” Rhawrexdee said with a draconic sigh. “Can we talk on land? I don’t want to drop these.”

“And what are those?” The green dragon asked. An eye the size of my arm span tilted around and then the dragon made a pleased sound. “Oh, sweetie, you found a princess! Come now, let’s land so you can show your mommy.”

The green dragon wiggled her tail and a huge flap expanded out of her back, beginning at the nape of her neck and ending at the very end of her tail like a strange leathery sail.

Rhawrexdee grumbled something that I was pretty sure was rude, then flapped forwards a few times, his flight a lot smoother.

The green dragon, the green mommy dragon, led us towards Port Royal, then past the port part of the city and up towards the seven massive towers at the back. She tucked her wings in close and aimed for a plateau a little ways up the mountain where a waterfall covered a hole into the side of the mount.

I ‘eeped’ and hung on tighter as we splashed through the curtain of water.

Everything shook as Rhawrexdee landed on his hindlegs. “There, none of you died,” the dragon said. Then he paused and twisted his head around to look over his shoulder. I waved. “Forgot about you back there,” he said.

“Rhawrexdee!” the green dragon said. “I’ll not have you killing a two leg by accident, not when we haven’t decided if they’re guests yet.”

Grinning, I hopped off of Rhawrexdee’s back and landed on the stony ground. The cave we were in was huge, with pillars holding up a smoothed rocky ceiling with magical rune lights embedded into it. A large carpet, marred by a few scratches, lined the edges of the entrance.

Deeper in, I could make out a few tunnels that presumably dug into the core of the mountain, or maybe went to other rooms.

“Introduce your little friends sweetie.”

Turning, I gazed up at the biggest dragon I had ever seen. She had a face like some sort of prehistoric nightmare, all jagged teeth and sharpened scales. Her claws were longer than I was tall and she had to stoop a little, even in the huge cavern.

She was, in a word, beautiful.

“Hi! I’m Broccoli Bunch,” I roared. “Let’s be friends!”


Chapter Fifty

Momma

Lawlyhoumad

Desired Quality: Someone who is nice to her children and who shows her all due respect.

Dream: To see her babies grow up big and strong and to one day grow large enough to eat the world.

I coughed into a closed fist, then, while grabbing the edges of my skirt, dipped into a curtsy before the majestic green mommy dragon before me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, your, uh, dragonnessness,” I said.

If Miss Lawlyhoumad wanted to be respected then it was the least I could do. I was in her home, after all. Also, she was a very large dragon.

“Oh, aren’t they just so precious,” Lawlyhoumad said, I peeked to the side and saw my friends dipping in their own curtseys and bows, with Amaryllis’ being particularly ornate as she fluffed out her feathers in a big fan. “Oh I’m so proud of you Rhawrexdee, your first princess. And she’s a virgin! The retinue is nice, I suppose. One of the trade offs of caring for a princess of course.” The dragoness tittered, a sound like boulders merrily rolling down a hill. “Oh, I have just the room to lock them all up in!”

I looked up like a rabbit that heard a hawk’s cry. “What?” I asked.

Lawlyhoumad turned her gaze onto me, then her eyes focused properly and her head pulled back. “A Riftwalker!” She turned to her son. “Sweetie, what did I say about bringing that sort home?”

“Not to?” the large blue dragon said. He sounded like he was half his original size. Not that that wasn’t still big. “But mom, you’re the one that made me come here.”

“Hmpf, talking back to your mom like that. And in front of guests no less.” She shook her head before refocusing on me. “What do you want, little Riftwalker?”

I shifted on the spot. I hadn’t expected to be put on the spot like that. “Uh. Just to be with my friends, I guess. And to make more friends, of course!”

She eyed me suspiciously for a while, then leaned in close. That is, her head stopped a dozen paces ahead of me, but I still had to crane my neck to meet her eyes. “You’d better not be here to cause trouble for me and mine, understood?”

“Yes ma’am!” I said. “I promise! We just got together with Rhawrexdee ‘cause he needed a bit of help, and I thought he could use some friends!” Also, I didn’t want him eating a town, but that was besides the point.

Lawlyhoumad turned to her son. “Oh, sweetie, what sort of trouble did you get yourself into that you needed the help of these little ones?”

Rhawrexdee pouted. It wasn’t a nice look on a dragon, their cheeks were too flappy and their lips a bit too thin, so his pout ended up looking like a dog smiling. Still, it got the message across. “We came to an understanding, that’s all.”

“What sort of understanding?” Lawlyhoumad asked. She laid down, one forelimb crossing over the other.

Rhawrexdee patted the ground. “Well, you know how I always wanted more than just a normal harem of slave princesses?”

The mother dragon rolled her eyes. “Yes yes, one of those ideas that got in your head from those silly books.”

“They’re not silly. And besides, it’s completely possible. I found this Riftwalker, and this princess, and Booksie here. And… the other one who made my hat and vest.”

“I do like the vest. It’s quite fetching. You look very handsome in it, just like that cheating pile of filth father of yours did when we first met.”

Rhawrexdee nodded as if the last part of that hadn’t been said. “Thank you. I think I like the idea of wearing some clothes to accentuate my features. But that’s besides the point. I found this lot and got them to agree to teach me the art of wooing princesses.”

“Mmm.” Lawlyhoumad said. “And which one is Booksie?” she asked with a purr.

Rhawrexdee tensed. “She’s just one of the ones with the ears,” he said. “She’s not important.”

“Oh, sweet child of mine, I’m a mother, not some ignorant golem. You can’t hide these sorts of things from me.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Rhawrexdee said.

I winced. Going on the defensive like that was as good as admitting guilt. I started moving towards my friends and our stuff, just in case things turned for the worse.

“It’s not the Riftwalker, is it? The last time a dragon and one of those fell for each other we ended up with half-dragons, and I don’t think we need that kind of fiasco, not in my family.”

“No mother, it’s not the Riftwalker… or any of the others.”

“So you won’t mind me nibbling at them a little?” Lawlyhoumad started to reach a claw in our direction. My eyes went wide as I saw it coming. Not only was it huge, it was fast, far faster than something of that size had any right to be.

“No!” Rhawrexdee barked.

His mom stopped mid-reach, then pulled her claws back. The self-satisfied grin she wore said volumes.

“Oh, fine! But it was only the one date. And a bit of a flight. Nothing more.”

“Oh, my poor little boy.” The dragoness hopped to her feet and I had to scramble to stay on mine as the floor trembled. Then she lumbered over to her son and crashed into him neck first before she started rubbing her head against the back of his. “You poor little thing,” she said over the screech of the spikes on the back of his head doing a lot of nothing to the scales over her neck.

“Moooom,” Rhawrexdee whined. “I’m a hundred years old, not ten. This is embarrassing.”

“You might be a hundred, but you’re still my baby boy, and I don’t want to see your heart broken. What will happen when the bun dies? These little ones only live half a century or so before they go ripe and stop tasting as fresh.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Rhawrexdee said. “I can give her half-killed meals for her to level up with, and, and we only went on the one date, it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Did you promise to go on some quest in order to win her over?” she asked. Rhawrexdee’s long quiet had the mother dragon sighing.

“I just agreed to help her regain her hoard. She collects books! She had an entire hoard, right down in Port Royal.”

“Well, at least you’d only be a glide away from your dear mommy,” Lawlyhoumad muttered.

“Mom,” Rhawrexdee said.

“Oh, come now, this isn’t so bad is it? Little ones like that girl of yours love it when big strong men show off their feminine side.”

“Mom!”

I giggled, then noticed the tension escaping from my friends. I’d sorta forgotten that they couldn’t make out the conversation above. Even Booksie looked a bit frightened, so the dragons probably weren’t talking in that ancient language and were talking in pure dragon. “I think we’re going to be okay,” I said. “Lawlyhoumad seems like a very nice lady.”

“Oh, I am,” the dragoness said.

“Awa, she speaks common,” Awen said. “Um, hello, lady Lawlyhoumad,” Awen said with a curtsy. “I’m Awen Bristlecone. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Any relation to that rat bastard, no good, filthy pile of filth Abraham Bristlecone?” Lawlyhoumad asked. Her voice had wavered between kindly and downright wrathful.

“Awa… no?” Awen said.

“Good. In that case you’re welcome in my home little one. My daughter might try to kidnap you if you make such nice clothes. A Wyrmgineer… hrm.”

“Awa, I’d rather not be kidnapped by her. I’m, um, being kidnapped already.”

“I’m sure,” Lawlyhoumad said. “And who are you others?”

Amaryllis bowed. “I’m Amaryllis Albatross, of the clan Albatross, lady dragon,” she said.

“Ohh, the family that makes those delicious ships?”

Amaryllis twitched. “That’s us,” she said.

“Adorable! And what about you, the one with the cute ears?”

“I’m Booksie, lady dragon,” Booksie said. “I’m just a simple book store owner from Port Royal. Or, I used to be.”

“So humble. Ohh, and you share a hobby with my little Rawr-i-kins. I can just imagine you reading him to sleep.”

Booksie flushed and looked away. “I’m not sure about, um, that, lady dragon. We’re just friends.”

“Yes I’m sure,” Lawlyhoumad dismissed. She turned to me. “And you’re Broccoli Bunch, the Riftwalker.”

“I’m more than just that, I think,” I said. “I’d much rather be Broccoli Bunch the friend!”

The dragoness huffed. “We’ll see. Now. What’s this about Port Royal? Someone stole from my little Rhawr’s girl?”

I snuck a peek at Rhawrexdee, but he was looking on in interest without reacting, it was obvious that he was missing out on this part of the conversation. Meanwhile, Booksie was blushing up to the tips of her long ears, though she seemed to be composed otherwise. “I might have been robbed, I suppose that’s one way of putting it, lady dragon,” Booksie said. “My shop, where I sold my books from, was taken from me by some thugs. I was about to give up on ever winning it back when Broccoli and her friends showed up and agreed to help me, then we met your son and, ah.”

“And the rest is history. Yes, that does sound like Rhawr to play the part of the knight.” She shook her head. “Well, there’s no helping it. We’ll see about finding a nice place for you girls for the night, then we’ll rain terror and fire down upon Port Royal until those thugs show up to apologize or everyone is dead.”

“Ah,” I said. “Um. I was thinking, if your dragoness doesn’t mind, that maybe we could use a more… focused strike? Maybe… talk to the bad guys before burning everything?”

“That doesn’t sound nearly as amusing. And besides, the nobles have been belligerent lately. The daily tribute of sheep has been lacklustre of late. You know, sheep are important for keeping your teeth nice and shiny.”

I frowned up at the dragon. “But what about all the nice, innocent people?” I asked.

She moved her wing joints up and down. “What of them? I’m sure we can nibble on a few as they run out of the fire.”

That… that was not cool. “Dragons aren’t supposed to be like that,” I said.

She blinked. “Pardon me, little Riftwalker, but I think I would be a little better at determining what a dragon is and isn’t like than you.”

I shook my head. “Not if you’re going around hurting people that don’t deserve it. Dragons are supposed to be the coolest, most beautiful creatures ever, all magic and might and power. You’re supposed to be loyal friends and great protectors, the people everyone smaller than you look up to for wise guidance and protection. But burning down people just because it makes your job easier, that’s just lazy.”

“You walk a fine line, calling me lazy in my own home,” she warned.

I frowned right back. “I’m not the sort of person that can stand by and let injustice happen,” I said. “Even if that means being a little rude to a huge dragon in her own home.”

Lawlyhoumad stared, then she let out a long, rumbling laugh. “Oh, I had forgotten how annoying Riftwalkers are. Fine, I suppose we could do things the dull way. Eating the thugs should be enough to remind the little frogs who’s boss. And besides, I like the idea of being seen as a glorious guardian queen.”

I suspected that she might have misunderstood something along the way, but if it made it easier to convince her not to eat people, then I was all for it.

“Now, come along. It’s time for food and you really ought to meet my daughter. She’s far too much of a recluse.”


Chapter Fifty-One

Failing The Bechdel Test,

but With Dragons

“And these will be your rooms for the night. They’re our princess rooms,” Lawlyhoumad said as she gestured at a hole in the wall.

The inside of the dragon’s cave was surprisingly spacious. Or maybe that wasn’t too surprising, seeing as how the occupant was longer than a pair of city buses parked end to end and a bit wide at the hips.

“We’re not all princesses though, is it alright anyway?” I asked as I skipped ahead towards the entrance.

Lawlyhoumad scoffed, making the ball of fire floating next to her for light flicker a bit. “We don’t have guest rooms, and you can’t sleep on my hoard or I’d have to eat you, Riftwalker or no. It’s tradition, you see.”

“Right, right,” I agreed.

The princess room was a large cavern. Well, large for me, Lawlyhoumad would have a hard time squeezing into the door and I don’t think three of her could have fit in the room at once. Curtains covered the bare stone walls and runes glowed from the ceiling, casting soft light across a sea of pillows.

There were a lot of pillows. Small ones, barely bigger than two fists together, and some as long as I was tall. All in soft, pastel colours with lacy edges and floofy middles. There was a pile of them in the centre of the room, like a hill of softness just waiting for someone to bury themselves into it.

There was more furniture off to the side. Dressers and make-up tables, but really, those were secondary to all the pillows. “That’s a lot of pillows,” I said.

“Hmm? Oh yes, princesses like those,” Lawlyhoumad said with the certainty of someone who thought themselves an expert. “The more the better.”

“Uh-huh,” I agreed. Pillows were kind of fun, I guessed.

“There are some clothes and such in those dressers. No food for your sort, I’m afraid.”

“We’ll make do,” I said. “Thanks for your hospitality, miss Lawlyhoumad,” I said.

The dragon tittered. “It was nothing. Now remember, touch my hoard and I’ll make your death long and painful. Do sleep tight!” With that, the dragoness dismissed us and waddled deeper into her home, feet stomping along as she walked off.

I spun towards my friends. Booksie looked a little nervous, Awen was… also nervous, but that was normal, and Amaryllis was frowning off to the side.

“Why do you all look so glum?” I asked. “Look at this room!” I skipped in, then spun around a few times. “It’s the perfect place for a sleepover!”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “Broccoli, we sleep together every night.”

“Awa.”

“Yes, but not inside a dragon’s lair! We can have… tea and hard tack, and talk about our feelings, and sleep on a giant pile of pillows.” I clapped. “Pillow forts!”

Orange peeled herself out of my backpack and landed on the ground next to me. Then she sauntered over to the pile of pillows, eyed it for a moment, then skipped from one to the next until she was at the very top.

“See!”

“Awa, it might be nice?” Awen tried.

“Well, I suppose,” Amaryllis said. “I am rather awake right now. It’s too early for a proper rest.”

Booksie shrugged. “I guess,” she said.

I cheered. “Yes! I’m gonna see if there’s nice things to wear for sleep!” I said as I rushed over to the dressers.

On opening them, I found piles of very pretty dresses shoved in with more force than they probably deserved. I tugged out a large ball gown and held it up, or tried to, but the hem was huge and it trailed onto the ground.

Amaryllis was soon by my side, carefully digging into the dresses with her talons and ‘tsking’ about how unfashionable they all were.

“This is nice,” I said as I found one dresser filled with nightgowns. I ‘ooohed’ at the silkiness of them, then started undressing.

“A-awa,” Awen said. “B-Broccoli, what are you doing?” she asked.

“I don’t have anything you don’t,” I scoffed as I pushed my clothes to the side, then slipped into one of the gowns. It was nice and long, ending just above the knees. Like wearing one of my dad’s old t-shirts for bed when I was little.

Soon—with much stuttering and blushing from Awen—we were all dressed for bed and had yoinked a nice number of pillows out from the pile to form a circle to sit and lay on. “I suppose this is the part where we sharpen our talons and talk about mates?”

“I don’t have talons,” I said as I wiggled my hands around. “But I guess I could do with a manicure.” I looked down at my feet and wiggled my toes. “And a pedicure. Walking so much has been giving me callouses.”

“Awa, I know some magic for that. And, um, I can use my tools,” Awen said.

“Really?” I asked.

Awen crawled over to her pack, then returned with a small knife and a heavy looking file. “Do you want me to start with you?” she asked.

“Sure!” I said.

Having someone play with my hands, especially when they were being as gentle and caring as Awen, felt really decadent. Or maybe that was the silk gown and the pillows.

“So,” Booksie said. She was hugging a big plush rectangle to her chest. “Um. Rhawrexdee.”

“Yes?” I asked. I wanted to pretend that I was being casual, but my ears were literally wiggling in her direction and Awen’s motions had slowed down a bit.

“What do you intend to do about him?” Amaryllis asked.

Booksie buried her face into her pillow. “I don’t know,” she whined.

I heard a faint snort from the doorway, something that I would have probably missed otherwise. I swivelled an ear that way, which felt pretty darned weird but was handy, and started listening harder.

“Your entire situation is strange,” Amaryllis said. “But if you… like him, then I suppose you could give it a try? It wouldn’t be a terribly physical relationship.”

“Awa,” Awen awaed. “That’s, that’s dirty, Amaryllis.”

“Well, it’s true. Did you see the size of him?”

Amaryllis was cut off when a red-faced Booksie flung a pillow into the side of her head. “I’m, I’m not thinking about that,’’ she said. “I’m more worried about… I don’t know. It’s too soon, and I hardly know him, and now his mother thinks I’m some sort of daughter in law? You’d think they’d move slower.”

Another huff from the door.

I carefully pulled my hand back from Awen, earning a confused look from the girl.

I tapped a finger to my lips, then pointed to all the girls in turn while standing up. I made ‘talky’ gestures with my hands, then pointed to myself and the door.

Amaryllis caught on fast. “I’d be more worried about his proclivities towards harems. A mate that wants more than one woman is just, urgh.”

Booksie’s eyes narrowed. “I might have words with him if he thinks I’m that kind of girl.”

I tip-toed over to the door, hopping over stray pillows and keeping my breathing as light as I could until I was right next to the door. I thought that maybe Rhawrexdee was spying on us, which would have been very rude. Boys shouldn’t spy on a sleepover like that. But a flash of green from above and a hint of a long dragon-y talon near the ground, one that flexed into a green-scaled claw said otherwise.

Was it Lawlyhoumad?

I got to the edge of the entranceway, set my arms on the edge, then brought my upper body around.

I found myself staring into a pair of wide red eyes.

Not Lawlyhoumad. Not unless the dragoness had shrunk and lost a few tones. “Hi!” I said.

The dragon reeled back. I was getting good enough at meeting dragons—and wasn’t that the coolest thing?—that I could tell that this was a girl dragon from the slightly softer features and smaller spines around her sides. Rhawrexdee had mentioned a sister.

Her eyes narrowed and she huffed. “Who are you?” she asked.

“You didn’t know?” I asked as I stepped around to be in front of her properly. “We came with Rhawrexdee. I’m Broccoli! You’re a girl dragon, right?”

“What? Yeah, of course I am.” She glared, then sniffed. “There’s no way my idiot brother found a Riftwalker and a princess at the same time.”

“More like we found him, and did you want to join our sleepover? We’re doing our nails and talking about boys. We could become friends!”

Cholondee

Desired Quality: Someone who will acknowledge her for who she is.

Dream: To have the world tremble in fear at her mere presence and to be left alone to enjoy her smut.

“It’ll be fun?” I tried.

Cholondee shrugged her wings. “Sure.”

That was easy. I grinned up at her, then skipped back into the room. “We’re getting another girl for our party,” I said.

Amaryllis looked at me with mounting horror, then sighed when Cholondee casually strolled in after me. “So, what kind of sleepover is this?” the dragon asked.

“Awa,” Awen fiddled with her file. “Um. We’re just… talking, and doing our nails?”

Cholondee took that with a nod, then crashed onto the large pile of pillows. Fluff flew everywhere, and a few tatters of lace rained down on our heads. A very disgruntled Orange poked her head out from between two of the pillows Cholondee was squishing, then she flowed out from between them and stomped off in a kitty huff to find somewhere else to sleep. “Do my talons next,” Cholondee said as she placed her claws in the middle of our little circle.

“Awa…. okay?” Awen said. She looked around, then carefully grabbed my hand and went back to work on it.

“So, you were talking about my idiot brother?” Cholondee asked.

Booksie nodded. “We may or may not be dating,” she said. “I’m not entirely sure. In fact, I don’t think your brother knows either.”

“You don’t smell like a princess. What got him to not eat you?”

“I think we just… hit it off? Your brother is surprisingly nice. And he is rather gentle when he’s not planning to eat anyone.”

Cholondee let her head drop so that it was resting over her claws. “Yeah. He’s a pain in the flanks, but he’s not so bad. You should see some of the other dragons out there. I swear half the boys just want me as some sort of extension to their harem and half just want to rut and move on. It’s awful.”

“That is awful,” I agreed. “Boys like that aren’t very nice.”

The dragon rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it. But my mom has been insisting that I go find a mate lately. Real nag about it. Can’t a girl have other goals in life than raising some brats?”

I nodded along. “What do you want to do? And, uh, are dragons mammals?”

“No, we’re dragons, and yeah, there are other things I want. World domination, to set myself up as god queen of some nation, the usual. Mom doesn’t get it. She’s so last century.”

I reached out, careful not to disturb Awen’s work, and patted Cholondee’s talons. “I understand,” I said. “But still, your mom seems nice. I think she wants the best for you. Maybe try talking to her?”

“Urgh. But that’s so lame.”

“It’s how I dealt with my parents,” I said.

“Awa, I wish I could talk to mine,” Awen said. “They were very…. Um, I think Lady dragon is lucky to have such a nice mom.”

“Call me Cholondee, I’m not big on the whole lady this and lady that,” the dragoness said. “So, you guys have any food?”

“Just hardtack and some travel rations,” I said. “You can have my jerky. Ever since I turned into a bun meat tastes different. It’s weird.”

“You can still eat it,” Booksie said. “But it might upset your tummy if you eat too much.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind being a vegetarian. Ohh, I could put some tea on!”

I was quite proud of how quickly my friends took in a new potential friend. It was nice to see that I was surrounded by such kind people.


Chapter Fifty-Two

Breaking Fast

The thing I was hugging shifted, and that was enough to tear me out of a pleasant dream that was instantly forgotten.

Blinking grubby eyes open, I found myself staring at a dimly lit green… thing. It was big, that was obvious. I had one leg over its side and both arms wrapped around it in a hug.

It took stretching my neck up and following the green thing up to a big green rump for me to put two and two together. I was hugging Cholondee’s tail.

That was probably rather rude. But the dragoness didn’t see to mind. She was slumped over on her side, the mountain of pillows she was on bending her back awkwardly. Her forearms were up in the air and her mouth was wide open. She looked a bit like a sleepy puppy.

I pulled back and rolled over, pillows squishing under me until I was turned around. My other friends were all laid out across the floor. Awen nearby, with her nightgown pulled up a scandalous amount, Amaryllis was a little ways away, head tucked into her armpit and legs splayed out above her, and Booksie was sleeping on her tummy, bum in the air so that her little tail stuck way out.

Smiling, I wobbled up to my feet, then rubbed at the side of my face. There was no way to tell the time, but I had the impression it was morning. That, and my back was a bit sore. Hopping out of the pillow-pile, I landed some ways away, then stretched up and down a little bit.

It was a good thing I wasn’t old, or else my back would be all painful.

Cholondee was the next to wake up. She snorted, blinked a few times, then shifted her head around until it was upright, even though the rest of her wasn’t. Further proof that dragons were cool.

“Oh, is it morning already?” she asked.

The dragoness didn’t do much to keep her voice down, which meant that all the others woke up one at a time.

“Yup!” I said. “At least, I think so. It’s time to get up and face the day! Oh, and breakfast.”

The dragon murmured something that sounded approving and twisted until she started to roll.

Awen squeaked and leapt out of her path, crashing onto some pillows lower down while Cholondee got to all fours. “Breakfast!” she said.

“Do you have anything we can eat?” I asked. “And a washroom?”

“Hrm? Nope. I don’t think we have either of those,” the dragoness said. “We could go down to the city. I haven’t actually set claw there in… ah, must be years now.”

“We need to get dressed first!” I said.

“Ah, yeah, you do that. I’ll be at the cave entrance.” The dragoness yawned and stomped her way out of the room, only pausing to rub the side of a claw next to her eye to remove the sleep gunk.

I moved over to the dressers, found my things and started dressing. The others soon joined me, and I got to watch Amaryllis go through the delicate process of stuffing her wings through the arms of her jacket.

When we were all more or less dressed, I eyed the mess we’d made of the room, then fired a heavy burst of cleaning magic which… did nothing for the torn pillows. But it did freshen things up, so I called it a win. “Ready to go?” I asked.

“You are too cheerful,” Amaryllis said. “Please tone it down to about… half.”

“Never!” I said before glomping her. “I just need to rub some of my good mood onto you.” I rubbed my cheek against hers until she shoved me off.

“Idiot.”

“Awa, Broccoli isn’t an idiot.”

Amaryllis stared at Awen. “Have you seen the way she acts?”

“I, I like the way she acts,” Awen said. That earned her a hug.

“That’s because you’re an idiot too,” Amaryllis said. She did seem to be in a better mood though, so I counted that as a point for Broccoli.

We arrived at the front of the cavern hall in due time to find that there was not one, but two dragons waiting for us. Rhawrexdee was glaring at his sister who wore a proud grin right back. “You finally got here,” Cholondee said. “Just in time to see this big lug embarrass himself.”

“What are you saying?” Rhawrexdee asked. “Are you talking poorly about me? I know that look in your eyes. I swear if you ruin this for me, I’m telling mom.”

Cholondee turned to her brother and scoffed. “What are you, a hatchling? Do you need mom for everything?”

“I don’t need her to beat the idiocy out of you,” Rhawrexdee said. The air around him crackled and snapped.

“Hey! Hey! Wait!” I called out, arms waving around for attention as I bounced between the two dragons. “There’s no need for a spat. Cholondee, don’t be too mean. And Rhawrexdee, she was just greeting us.”

Rhawrexdee huffed. “Fine. I swear I’m going to spend the next decade learning common so that you can’t play any tricks on me.”

“Oh? You’re not going to learn it so that you can whisper sweet nothings to your girlfriend?” Cholondee asked.

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Rhawrexdee said.

“She might never be once she hears that,” Cholondee said.

Rhawrexdee set his legs. “Are you determined to test me?”

“Yup!” Cholondee said.

I fired off two balls of cleaning magic that booped each dragon in the chest. They flinched back and turned to stare at me. “Can’t we all just be nice to each other?” I asked. “We should get breakfast. After we’ve eaten I’m sure we’ll all feel a lot nicer.”

Cholondee rubbed at her chest with a claw. “Was that cleaning magic?” she asked.

“Uh. Yes?”

“Do it again.”

I blinked, then with a shrug fired another little ball of it towards her. It smacked her claw and did a lot of nothing. “Oh, can you see this sheen? It looks like it was polished.” Cholondee held up her claw to the sun and turned it this way and that. “You can ride on me today. You need to cover me in that magic. I’m going to shine like freshly minted gold. But green, which is the best colour.”

“Sure!” I said. “I’d love to ride you. Will my friends go with Rhawrexdee?”

“I suppose I can allow the others to come with me,” Rhawrexdee said magnanimously.

“I could carry two more…” Cholondee said. “Maybe… I could carry that other bun?”

“Try me,” Rhawrexdee growled.

I left the two to their teasing for a bit as I gathered my friends and our things. Orange was napping in Amaryllis’ jacket and Awen was holding onto my pack for me while Booksie was shifting from foot to foot. I told them what was going on, and soon we were all climbing into a dragon’s big foreclaws. Awen and I got to ride pressed up against Cholondee while the others went with Rhawrexdee.

Being held by a dragon wasn’t nearly as awesome as riding on a dragon’s back, but it also felt a whole heck of a lot safer.

Lawlyhoumad’s lair was only a hop and a skip away from Port Royal, so within only a few minutes we—or rather, our dragon friends—were circling above the city and watching the homes and panicked people flash past below.

I caught sight of Booksie pointing towards part of the city a moment before Rhawrexdee angled his wings and came gliding to a graceful stop in a big square. Sure, he tore the head off a statue with his tail, but none of the people screaming for dear life and hopping away seemed to mind that.

Cholondee came for a much more hover-y landing behind her brother, then lowered her claws. “Hop off, we’re not made to stand on our rear like this,” she said.

Grinning, I jumped off the dragon and then helped Awen down.

The square was rather nice, with some shops lining every side and a couple of nice cafes next to old stone buildings with red roofs. The smell was… Port Royal’s, with a mix of sulphur and poop that had my nose wrinkling, but there were some faint traces of baked goods and cooked meats in the air.

Blue-roofed shops with big awnings hid trembling customers, most of them grenoil, but there were a few humans and harpies mixed in for good measure. I waved to one such group but that just had them cowering even more.

“So, where do we go for breakfast?” I wondered aloud.

“Ah, I know a place just down that street,” Booksie said as she pointed down one of the—fortunately—wider roads. “It’s a little family owned place. I know the owners, I’m sure they’d let us all eat outside, and there’s a butcher’s shop not too far away.”

“A butcher’s shop?” I asked.

“For Rhawr and Cholondee,” Booksie explained.

“Ohh, using pet names already,” Cholondee asked.

Booksie turned to face the other direction to hide her flush, but it didn’t work so well when her ears were ramrod straight and glowing under their fluff. “Follow me!”

We walked, and stomped, as a group down the thoroughfare meeting very little by way of traffic. I had to hold back giggles at the wide-eyed looks we were getting from the locals as they looked up to see two dragons walking down the middle of the street.

The place Booksie brought us to was a nice little restaurant, tucked in between two bigger residential buildings. It’s little wooden sign, the Rustless Spoon, dangled above a cheery blue door that hid a small room with four little tables and a dozen seats.

An older, matronly grenoil woman was behind the counter, setting things up for the morning when all the smaller members of our party stepped in. “Hello, welcome to ze… Booksie?”

“Hello,” Booksie said. “It’s been a bit.”

“Oh, sweetie, I zought ze Morepoles had run you out of town. It’s so good to see you!” She stepped out from behind the counter and raised her arms for a hug. She was a bit short, so Booksie had to bend down for it.

“I brought some friends I found,” Booksie said. “Um, we’re all kind of hungry, but we can’t eat in here. Would it be a bother if we brought some chairs out?”

“Outside? Ah, but ze stink will ruin ze meal,” the old grenoil said.

“Some of my friends won’t fit in your shop,” Booksie said.

Cholondee chose that moment to peek through the window, her eye taking up most of the frame. “Do they make dragon-sized portions here?” she asked.

“Ah,” the grenoil matron said. She stood rooted on the spot for a long time.

“It’s okay,” I said. “They’re friendly… ish. We decided to all come and help Booksie with her Port Royal problems.”

“You brought a dragon to take care of street ruffians?” the grenoil asked. “Ah, I would not want to be one of zose Morepoles today. Take any chair you want dearie. I’m going to come out once my heart remembers zat it’s too old to be beating zis fast.”

“Thank you,” Booksie said with a bow of her head.

Soon we were outside, setting four chairs along one side of a table that Amaryllis and I lugged out. Our dragon companions settled on the road across from us, effectively blocking the entire path. I felt a bit bad, but not bad enough to do anything about it. There were hardly any dragon-appropriate accommodations around, what were they supposed to do?

“There’s a butcher’s shop just around the corner,” Booksie said. “Does one of you want to help me?”

“Awen, you go,” Amaryllis said. “Broccoli will deal with the guards. And I’ll chaperone Rhawrexdee here.”

“The guards?” I asked.

“Those guards.”

I followed where Amaryllis long talon was pointing to a large gathering of plate-mailed grenoils with feathered helmets.

“Oh,” I said. “I hope this doesn’t take too long. I’m really getting hungry.”

“We could always eat the guards,” Cholondee suggested.

I was beginning to think that maybe bringing the dragons to Port Royal was a bad idea.


Chapter Fifty-Three

Morepoles

I brushed off the front of my skirt to make sure it was neat, then I spritzed myself with a bit of cleaning magic to make sure I was nice and presentable. “I’m going to go say hi to the nice guard people,” I said.

“Ohh, I’m coming too,” Cholondee said.

“Uh. Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m bored,” she said right back. “And also a dragon.”

“Well, alright.” I kinda wanted to handle things peacefully, but I couldn’t deny that having a big stick might help a little. It wasn’t very nice—in fact, it was downright rude—but so was telling Cholondee to stay behind.

The walk over to the guards was short, but I tried to enjoy it. Port Royal was a neat place. Sure, the smell was a bit much, and the rattle and clang of steam pipes all over was somewhat annoying, but at the same time they lent the city some ambiance, like poorly-timed percussion music.

The guards shuffled as we got closer, so I smiled at them the best I could and waved. “Hello,” I said. “I’m Broccoli Bunch! This is my friend Cholondee.”

“Hello!” Cholondee said.

“We’re here for breakfast and to find some people,” I said. “But we noticed all of you gathering here and we thought we’d say hi. And we did. So, um… hi!”

The guards had their weapons out, clubs with metal bands around the ends, and some had their little round shields raised as if that could protect them. Still none of them acted for a bit until one of the group stepped up.

He was a short grenoil, with a bunch of scars across his big jowls and narrow eyes that, unlike those of his partners, seemed more suspicious than afraid. He also had a few extra tassels running from the pauldrons of his armour. “You’re here for… breakfast?” he asked.

“Yup. And we’re looking for some people after that. If we need help looking though, you’ll be the first people I ask,” I said. “But that’s for after breakfast.”

“And does breakfast involve eating any of ze citizens of Port Royal?” he asked.

“Oh, eww,” I said. “I’d never eat a person.”

“No doubt your friend there wouldn’t say ze same,” the guard said.

Cholondee showed off her teeth with a huge smile. “Don’t put words in my mouth, or you’ll join them.”

“Hey, hey,” I said as I stepped up between everyone. “We can’t be friends if we’re eating or fighting each other. So, let’s all just… not do any of that, please? We really aren’t here to cause trouble.”

The guard eyed me for a good long while. “Alright,” he said. With a gesture he had the other guards lowering their stances, though they looked a little confused about it. “If you can promise me zat you’ll not cause any trouble, zen all we’ll do is station some men around ze area to cordon it off until you leave. Is zat fine?”

“Uh. I-I guess. What if we don’t leave today though?”

Cholondee shifted forwards. “I’m not sleeping in this place, not unless I can sleep on all of their gold.”

“No no, but maybe my friends and I will stay here. They have inns, and we’ll be closer to Booksie’s problems.”

The dragoness gave me a weird look. “You don’t want to have another sleep-over?”

“Of course I do!” I said truthfully. “But sleepovers lose their magic if you have one every night. And your lair isn’t exactly equipped for the kinds of things we do as a group. Unless… Did you want to join our party? We go out and have adventures! There’s a lot of camping, which is like a sleepover but not quite.”

“Do you make lots of gold?”

“No, not really,” I said.

She shook her head. “Nah. That doesn’t sound like my kind of thing, then. Let’s go eat.”

The dragon started the tricky process of turning around without knocking any buildings over, so I turned towards the guards again. “Right, I promise we won’t cause any trouble,” I said. I then worked hard to pretend not to hear the crunching sound of Cholondee rubbing against someone’s home.

“We’ll be watching,” the guard said.

I smiled and waved as I bounded off and returned to my friends. I got back just as Booksie and Awen returned, the latter pushing a wheelbarrow forwards while Booksie hugged a big package of wax paper in her arms.

They set a veritable banquet of meats onto the ground. Big flanks, and ribs and gooey bits of uncooked meat, all set onto the road in two big piles. “I hope you don’t mind,” Booksie said. “I don’t know what kind of meat you like, so after explaining things to the butcher, we just bought the most we could with the money we had.”

“Did you need more money?” I asked.

“Awa, no, no it’s okay, I have a bit.”

Amaryllis grinned. “Why don’t you tell Broccoli how you made all that money?”

“Awww, that’s not necessary,” Awen squeaked.

“Oh?” I asked. “Now I’m curious,” I said as I pulled out my seat.

My curiosity had to be put on hold as the elderly grenoil lady that ran the restaurant stepped out, clutching a notepad to her chest and eying the dragons with apprehension. Still, she was very brave, and as soon as we started asking about her menu she slid into an easy routine. When she left a moment or two later I turned back to Awen and grinned.

“So… spill!”

“Awa,” Awen said dejectedly. “I had a few sil, and there was someone taking bets at the arena.”

“In Rosenbell?” I asked.

She nodded. “No one thought that you would win your first fight, so I won a lot. And then I bet all of that on the next two as well and, awa, I made a lot.” She buried her face in her hands.

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with believing in your friends,” I said.

“She only bet half on the last match,” Amaryllis piped up.

“Awa, it, it was a sound, um, investment. The odds on your last fight weren’t nearly as good. It’s not that I didn’t think that you could win or anything, it’s just that,” Awen paused to take in a deep breath, so I grabbed her in a side hug, lifted her up, and placed her on my lap. It was easy to forget that Awen was just a bit smaller than I was.

“It’s okay Awen!” I said as I squeezed her from behind. “You’re one of my best friends, you don’t need to justify yourself to me.”

“Awa.”

Food arrived in short order and Awen was—somewhat reluctantly—moved back to her seat so that we could chow down. It’s while the dragons were arguing over who should get the—slightly—bigger half of the meat that Booksie cleared her throat. “Um. Now that we are here, in Port Royal, I mean, I think that maybe I should tell you all the full story.”

“You left out some things?” I asked.

She made a wishy-washy gesture with her fork. “More like I wasn’t expecting actual help, not like this, so I didn’t go too deep into things.”

Amaryllis huffed. “Well, no time like the present.”

Booksie nodded while focusing on her meal. “There’s a group, they call themselves an organization, but really they’re more of a gang. They occupy the Scumways, mostly, a district near the docks that are hardly fit for living in, a part of the city that a lot of people would like to pretend doesn’t exist.”

“Do they have a name?” I asked.

“The Morepoles. There used to be a few gangs like that, but they all folded into one. That was before I ever came to live here though. They’re somewhat important. The docks need a lot of workers for simple things, and they provide that, they do neighborhood watches and have a soup kitchen. On the surface they’re not so bad.”

“And under that no doubt sparkling exterior?” Amaryllis asked with the tone of someone who already knew the answer.

“Underneath they’re pretty bad,” Booksie said. “They demand a tax from businesses, like mine, and they sell things that aren’t legal. I heard that some of the nobles use them to smuggle things in and out of the city, so maybe that’s why no one ever cracked down on them. There are other things too. Drugs, potions, brothels.”

“That sounds awful,” I said. “And they’re the ones that made you lose your shop?”

She nodded. “Not directly. They just kept asking for more, and I knew what would happen if I didn’t pay. They told me I could work for them a few days a week to pay things off. Buns are wanted for some… things. But I refused. I don’t think they liked that because the month after they said I owed them even more.”

I smacked a hand on the table. “Well, we just need to tell the authorities then.”

“Broccoli, your faith in the law is quite adorable, but entirely misplaced,” Amaryllis said. “These types of organizations need the law, or part of it, on their side to work. Or at least, they need to be ignored.”

I slumped. “Then what do we do?” I asked.

“We could spit poison in their den,” Cholondee said between chomping bites. “That usually works.”

“What can we do that isn’t that,” I said.

“Hey!” the dragon protested.

Rhawrexdee snorted. He couldn’t understand the conversation, but he could tell that his sister had been insulted and that was enough for him.

“I think what we need to do is go find the boss of this gang and talk him out of all of this nasty business,” I said. “That should be possible, right?”

“Your optimism is at once terrifying and idiotic,” Amaryllis said. She was done eating already and was rubbing at her magic ring with the tip of a talon. “But we are dealing with thugs here. I doubt most of them have done more than get into a tavern brawl or two. We should be able to handle ourselves.”

“Neat,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to meet the mafia.”

“Why?” Amaryllis asked.

I shrugged. “They have cool hats,” I said.

“That’s… World itself, I forget how dumb you are sometimes.”

“Hey!” I said. “Hats are important. They tell you a lot about a person.”

“Awa, I don’t have a hat,” Awen said.

“We can fix that,” I reassured her. “There has to be a hat shop somewhere in Port Royal.”

Amaryllis was frowning and staring off into the distance. “The nobility in the Nesting Kingdom do all wear elaborate headpieces. I… can’t believe you might be onto something.”

I pointed to Rhawrexdee. “One in three dragons we know wear cool hats. So that’s another point of data in favour of my hypothesis that hats are, in fact, neat.”

“What are you talking about?” Rhawrexdee asked.

“Hats,” Booksie said. “We’ve noticed that important people wear them.”

The dragon puffed up and gave his sister a look of incredible smugness. “Is that right?” he asked.

Cholondee snapped her head around to look my way. “We must go hat shopping,” she declared.
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“Huh?” I said. Then the wash of tingly giddiness that came with a level up coursed through me and I had to hold back a shiver.

“What is it?” Amaryllis asked. She had probably seen my reaction. I grinned back at her, appreciating the concern that immediately appeared in her voice.

“I levelled up.” My eyes narrowed. “Is it because I was talking about hats?” No… that was too silly. Then again, I didn’t know what kind of things that Wonderlander class was truly good for. Other than making tea. Anything was possible!

My harpy friend sighed. “I’m getting seconds. I might be able to drown out the stupid with food.”


Chapter Fifty-Four

Into the Scumways

With breakfast done, we all sat around the table—or flopped onto the ground—and basked in the glory of having full tummies and good friends around us. I had Orange sprawled out across my lap where I was absently rubbing her behind the ears while staring at the last bit of food on my plate.

The ‘should I, I shouldn’t’ playing in the back of my mind was pleasant.

But, as with all things, it couldn’t last.

“We should get going sometime soon,” I said with a sigh.

Booksie patted her tummy where she had a food baby. “Oh? Are we all going?”

“Hmm,” I hmmed. “I don’t know. Maybe just a few of us.”

“What are you even planning on doing?” she asked. “I don’t think the Morepoles will listen to your pleas. No offence.”

“Yeah, I know. But if we don’t at least try to talk things out first then I’d feel bad. Everyone deserves a chance before other options are taken.”

“Other options,” Amaryllis repeated. “Like killing them?”

“What? No!” I said. “I mean like talking to the police. Maybe… I don’t know, suing them.”

“We could eat them,” Cholondee suggested.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.

The dragoness nodded. “You’re probably right,” she said.

“I am? I mean. Yes. of course.” I was expecting to have to make up some quick excuses to stop her from eating the locals. Being friends with dragons was totally awesome, but they had a few habits that I found rather distasteful and hard to accept. I wasn’t sure if that was me being discriminatory, or if it was okay to not accept that a friend had the habit of eating people.

“Yeah,” she continued. “The grenoil taste all stringy and wet.”

I slumped into my seat. “A-anyway, I think the best thing to do would be to go over to wherever these Morepole people are and talk to their boss. Give them a nice friendly warning and maybe talk things out. And if that doesn’t work then we’ll figure things out from there.”

“Awa, that, that sounds like a nice plan,” Awen said. “Um. Maybe we can put pressure on them some other ways if it doesn’t work. My mom and dad were good at that kind of thing. They taught me how to do a bit of that. I was never very good at it, but with Broccoli, I’m sure we could figure it out.”

Amaryllis sighed and plucked the last bit of bread off of my plate. “Might as well,” she said as she chewed.

“Right! So now we just need to decide who goes, and who stays up here,” I said. “I think that maybe Booksie should stay out of it. Just in case.”

The bun shrugged. “I don’t mind. The Scumways aren’t exactly my idea of a fun time. And I could go see if my shop still stands.” She turned to Rhawrexdee and smiled up at him. “Would you like to accompany me? We could see if any of the books I talked about are still there.”

“I suppose I could go with you,” Rhawrexdee said with some ambivalence. His tail shifting behind him gave up the lie.

“I’m going with your group then. The less time I spend with that blue lump the better,” Cholondee said.

I looked to Awen and Amaryllis, but Awen just seemed lost and Amaryllis was toying with her ring and not paying attention. “Well okay then!”

There was some shuffling about as we got to our feet with all the energy of a group of retirees on a warm afternoon. The tab was settled with the nice grenoil lady, Orange was set on the ground and the table and chairs were dragged back into the restaurant.

“I’d give goodbye hugs, but we should be seeing each other again in a bit,” I said.

Booksie grinned. “I wouldn’t say no to a hug anyway,” she said.

I laughed as I was pulled into a quick hug. “We’ll see you soon!” I said.

Booksie waved us off before turning to Rhawrexdee.

I led the rest of my friends deeper into the city and past the first line of guards who scrambled out of my path. “So,” I said a little bit later. “Where are the Morepoles anyway?”

“You’re the one leading us and you don’t know?” Amaryllis asked.

“I was only in Port Royal twice before, and never for much more than a day,” I said.

“Then why are you the one we’re following?” Amaryllis asked. “You moron. I thought you knew where you were going.”

I smiled sheepishly back at her, then pointed to the ground ahead of us where Orange was walking, tail high and posture as proud as could be. “Actually, Orange was ahead.”

Amaryllis whapped my side with a wing. “Don’t be pedantic. We can ask for directions. Someone around here must know where these Morepoles are based.” She turned narrow eyes onto one of the younger guards who hadn’t quite scrambled far enough away and then stomped over to him with a click-clack of her talons on the cobbles. “You. Tell me where the Scumways are.”

“Please,” I added.

“Ah, zey are not a very nice place, miss,” he said.

“We have a dragon,” Amaryllis said.

“Ah. Yes. Well. Um.” He swallowed as Cholondee and Awen came closer too. Though I don’t think Awen really scared him that much. “Zey’re zat way,” he said as he pointed more or less towards the docks. “West end of ze city, near ze docks.

“Now we know where we’re going,” Amaryllis said with smugness that I thought was entirely undeserved. Still, she’d gotten some results.

“Whelp, let’s go then,” I said.

The Scumways, as it turned out, were a bit of a dump.

The area was tucked behind a wall dotted with tenement buildings in a natural hollow along the side of the mountain holding Port Royal. The docks were just a bit to the south, with airships passing ahead in a hurry.

There’s a gate blocking off the area, just like the one in the East side of town, though this one wasn’t guarded as much and the road, missing cobbles and all, was a whole lot dirtier, with trash piled up along corners and the little half-pipe gutters along the sidewalks jammed up by old newspapers and refuse.

The colourful little street vendors I’d seen just about everywhere in Port Royal are missing. In their stead are groups of young grenoil, often in simple, tattered clothes with knives at their hips.

They might have been scary, but we had a Cholondee with us, and one hungry look from her had them scurrying away.

Passing the gates was easy for most of us, but Cholondee said some very rude words in what I think might have been her native tongue as she sucked in her tummy and shuffled through the gate at an angle.

As it turns out, Dragons are like cats. If their head fits, so will the rest of them. Mostly because if the rest doesn’t fit, they’ll make it fit.

“So, where do we start?” Cholondee asked as she shook off some masonry.

I looked around the little area past the gate. The homes in Port Royal have all been nice, sturdy things. Wooden walls over stone bases, with some obvious signs that some magic trickery had been used to sculpt things.

The homes in the Scumways were entirely different. Ramshackled buildings of wood and rusted steel. Streaks of rust and dirt from the mountainous overhang streaked the walls and even from where I stood I could make out big mushrooms growing out of humid corners.

The constant rattle from copper pipes was present here too, but the pipes themselves were in a bad way. One of them had a crack in it and every few seconds, like clockwork, a spurt of brackish water would spritz out of it. The smell gave no doubt as to why the water was brown.

Orange took one look at the place and started walking up into the air until she hovered half a dozen feet up.

“So, if I were a gang of dobadders, where would I hide?” I wondered aloud as I surveyed the area. I could see why a gang might form in a place like this. The people living here, just one wall away from the much cleaner and nicer parts of the city must have been filled with resentment, especially if it was hard to move out of the area.

I could imagine someone promising a young grenoil some money if they just did as they asked, pretending to be their friend while dangling opportunities before them. Someone desperate enough would take the bait.

I scrunched my nose at the thought.

“We could ask one of the locals,” Amaryllis said. “If any of them were around.”

The square was nearly empty except for one older grenoil leaning against a far wall, mouth wide open and bottle of booze next to his snoring form.

“I’ll go find someone,” I said.

I stepped away from my friends, then heard Awen jogging to catch up to me. “Awa, you’re going off on your own?” she asked.

I smiled over my shoulder. “You can come, of course.”

“Thank you!” she said. “So, um, we’re looking for people?”

I nodded. “That’s the idea. Just someone who might know where these Morepoles are staying.”

The next street over had a few shops and such, mostly decrepit little stores with barred windows and big stocky grenoil standing before them. I counted three apothecaries and two pawn shops out of the ten or so stores lining the street. There were some people here, mostly grenoil but some humans and a few harpy too. They all looked like they could use a bath.

I flicked off the reins holding back my Rank A Cleaning magic and breathed a little easier as the air around me became suffused with my mana. The skill was doing most of the work controlling the magic while I focused on other things.

“Awa, thank you,” Awen said. “You, um, smell much nicer than this place.” she was eyeing everything suspiciously, her crossbow no longer strapped over her back but hugged up against her chest.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

The magic was doing a number to the street underfoot, so I decided to move along. Now, if I was a bad, bad person and someone wanted to talk to me, where would I be?

“That alleyway looks nice and dangerous,” I said as I pointed to a dark tunnel between two buildings.

“Awa, we’re not going there, right?” Awen asked.

“Of course! We’re two innocent girls, that’s the perfect place to find a bad guy who might know things.”

Awen followed, eyes darting this way and that, into the dark and stinky alley way. Even my magic couldn’t stop the smell of dung from wafting over to me as I moved into the shadows. I paused to pull my shovel out from where I’d stuffed it between my back and pack.

“I should really learn some light magic to use as a torch of sorts,” I said as I moved deeper into the alley. It was quite dark, the sunlight not quite able to make it to the bottom.

“I can show you some lights,” a gruff voice said from up ahead.

A grenoil man appeared, covered in rags and looking like he’d just come out of a brawl. He had a big knife in one hand and was smiling wide when he saw us. “Insight,” I muttered.

A Grenoil Scumrunner, level 10

Same level as my main class. “Hello sir,” I said. “Sorry to be a bother, but I was hoping to ask for directions.”

“How ‘bout ya give me your purse and we’ll see,” he said.

“I could give you a few cop, I guess,” I said. “We just have a couple of questions.”

“How about you give me all of your cops. Zen I’ll answer all of your questions.”

“Eh… no.” I shook my head. “That’s not how I want this to go down, mister.”

The grenoil blinked and looked at his knife as if to make sure it was there. “What? No, give me all your coin!”

“I said no,” I said. I did reach into a pocket of my bandoleer and removed a pair of copper coins. “I’ll give you these if you tell me where I can find the Morepoles.”

“I’m not asking ya, I’m telling ya to give me all ze coin ya have,” he said.

I sighed. “Mister, I’m not going to let you mug me. If you don’t want to help that’s fine. Could you point me to another mugger?”

The grenoil man stared for a long moment. “Are you mad?” he asked.

“No, I’m pretty sure I’m sane. I just need to find the Morepoles, and soon. We have two impatient dragons to distract so if we take too long it might be trouble.”

“I’ll stab ya?” he tried.

I shook my head again. “I mean, you could try. But then we’d be having a very different sort of conversation.” I pulled out a silver coin. “Two cop, one sil for the info?” I smiled big and bright. “Please?”


Chapter Fifty-Five

Gangsta Bun

“We know where to look!” I called out to Amaryllis and Cholondee as I raced back to them. The mugger had been very informative after a little bit. He was even kind of nice.

The streets were still mostly clear, though a few people were poking their heads out of alleyways and over the lips of the roofs to stare down at Cholondee. The dragoness was after all a very impressive lady.

We would need to move though, there didn’t seem to be that many exits to the Scumways and we were effectively blocking one of them which was a bit rude.

“What did you learn?” Amaryllis asked.

I came to a bouncing start before her and looked over to make sure Awen was still on my heels. “We found out where the Morepoles have their big base. It’s way on the other side of the Scumways, near to the docks.”

One of Amaryllis’ eyebrows rose up a bit. “I would have expected them to be closer to the nice parts of town, not so close to where the smell is this awful.”

“Maybe it’s for solidarity?” I asked.

“Broccoli, they’re a criminal organization, I doubt solidarity is a major factor.”

I shook my head. “It should be. Think of how it would look to their members to see that some of them are living way better than them. It sends the wrong image.”

“Awa, do you know a lot about gangs and such, Broccoli?” Awen asked.

I tried not to flush. “When I was little I had different goals. I wanted to either be a veterinarian so that I could spend the day playing with cute animals, or an anthropologist so that I could meet new sorts of people, but for a little bit I wanted to be a gangster.”

“A gangster,” Amaryllis repeated, her voice so flat it could have been used as a level.

I tucked my hands away at the small of my back. “They have cool beanies.”

Amaryllis huffed her ‘this is silly, let’s move on’ huff and fluttered a wing about in a ‘go on’ gesture. “We could get moving. I’d like to get this business done sometime today. I do have things I’d rather be doing.”

“You do?” I asked.

“Idiot, of course I do,” Amaryllis said. “But we can get all of this stuff done first.”

I grinned. “It’s really nice of you to want to help Booksie this much,” I said.

Amaryllis glared. “You said near the docks, right? It should be that way.” She pointed off to the side. “We’ll use the widest roads we can.”

“Oh please, if you’re going to try and find a route that I can fit in then just give up, I’ve seen this place from the air,” Cholondee said. “I’d have to tear down half these buildings to pass through, and while that would be amusing, it would also scuff my scales. I’m going to fly off my breakfast, maybe find some Sky Murgh to snack on.”

“Ah, okay,” I said. “How will we find you again?” I asked.

The dragon eyed me, mirth making her eyes twist up at the corners. “Foolish bun, I’m the predator here. I find you.”

With that, she spread her wings wide and started to beat at the ground. I had to press my skirts down and cover my eyes as huge gusts of wind rushed past. When they abated, Cholondee was far above and circling over the city.

I waved up to her and saw her waving back a moment later.

Dragons were so cool!

Once I was done fangirling about my new friend, I skipped over to my more ground-bound friends, grabbed their hands and/or talons, and started pulling them along after me. “Let’s go find the boss!”

The roads of the Scumways needed some serious maintenance. Pulling my friends along already made travelling hard, but the missing cobbles and the cracked pavement made it harder still.

As soon as we were a block over, the city became a little livelier.

Or maybe that wasn’t the right word.

There were more people about, definitely, but they were shifty. Grenoil in long coats standing by the entrance of alleys, women of a few races in revealing clothes leaning next to houses with red bows over their doors.

A few folk eyed us mistrustfully as we moved by, and I was getting the distinct impression that we weren’t welcome.

Maybe it was because we stuck out like sore thumbs. My armour and dress were both bright, Awen’s long coat and fancy crossbow too. Amaryllis was the only member of our group wearing more muted colours with her brown over brown outfit, but the way she walked and her white feathers made her stick out anyway.

Other people I could see were all dirty and hunched over, wearing grey rags or simple brown clothes, with pant legs that were muddy to mid-calf and their long coats were torn more often than not.

I was considering maybe buying a few coats that we could toss over our clothes to better fit in when we rounded a corner and found ourselves on a road with a single man standing in the middle of it.

He was a taller, bulkier grenoil, lips curled up at the corners and a long wooden bat over his shoulder. “Heard you girls were lookin’ for us,” he said.

I slowed to a stop, then let go of my friends. Just in case, I looked over my shoulder to make sure there wasn’t another group of girls he might have been talking to. It would have been really embarrassing if he was and I replied thinking he meant us.

“Maybe,” I said. “We’re looking for the Morepoles. Are you one of them?”

“Oh, we are,” he said. The grenoil whistled, a sound I didn’t know grenoil could make, and a dozen people appeared out of the alleys and buildings around us. They were a scruffy mix of grenoil and humans, all dressed in Scumway chique and carrying bats and chains and a few knives.

I felt Amaryllis and Awen tense, the air around us filling with the faint scent of ozone as Amaryllis’ magic started to seep out of her and made her feathers rise. Awen pulled her crossbow off her back and had it ready to shoot though she didn’t seem to know where to aim.

“Are you here to escort us to your boss?” I asked. “Because that would be real helpful!”

The big grenoil smiled wide and shifted his bat so that he held it before him. “I’m here to beat ze crap out of ya, zen we’ll see ‘bout bringing you to ze bosses.”

I blinked. “That seems really counter intuitive. We just want to talk. I don’t think you know what we want to talk about yet. What if we’re customers?”

“Are you customers?” he asked.

“Well, no, not really,” I said.

“Broccoli, I think that would have been a good moment to lie,” Amaryllis said.

“Oh, right, oops.” I tapped the side of my helmet with a knuckle. “But yeah, we’re not here to fight; so maybe we could just not fight and become friends?”

Big Green

Desired Quality: Someone who admires how big he is.

Dream: To beat up anyone who steps onto his turf.

Big Green tightened his grip around his bat and pointed at me with it. “Are you saying we’re too cowardly to fight?”

“No? That’s exactly what I didn’t say,” I said.

“You hear zat? Ze girl is mocking us!” Big Green said. “We should teach zem a lesson, zen have our fun wiz zem after!”

I felt a pit opening up in my tummy. Maybe going to the worse part of town was a bad idea, after all. I ditched my backpack with a single smooth motion and pulled my warspade around and off my back while eyeing our surroundings.

The street wasn’t too narrow, but it wasn’t all that wide either. Not enough that we could use it as a chokepoint. There was an alleyway nearby, and I could see a set of fire-escape like stairs in its shadows. That might be handy, except there was a young human between us and it. “Insight,” I whispered.

An excited human Scavenger, level 8.

Weaker than any of us. But I couldn’t bet on that being the case for all of them.

“The alley,” I whispered.

“I see it,” Amaryllis said.

I looked around, other than that one alley, there weren’t that many places to go.

“When I say ‘go’ we run,” I muttered.

“You think you can just leave?” Big Green asked. Had he heard me?

“No sir, I think that instead of fighting we should just—Go!” I spun on a heel and darted towards the alley.

The Scavenger in our path looked at us with widening eyes and started to raise the nail-covered piece of wood he had.

I batted the wood aside with the end of my spade, then spun around him. As I passed, I flicked out my foot backwards mid-hop and hit him behind the knee. He squeaked as he went down.

Amaryllis and Awen slid into the alley and I moved after them in a hurry.

“After zem!”

The alley was a mess, but I could see the light from another street out ahead of us. Amaryllis cast a bit of light to allow us to skip over some of the trash left on the ground.

Booted feet thumped behind us, the thugs getting closer, but we burst out of the other end of the alley without any of them catching up.

Amaryllis slid to a stop, raised her hand, and frowned as she focused.

“No killing!” I shouted.

She huffed. “Close your eyes!”

I did as she asked.

Light burst out of her hands, followed by a sound like an empty steel drum being flung off the roof of a building. Screams came from within the alley as our followers dealt with the magical equivalent for a flash-bang to the face.

“Nice!” I said as I looked around. This street was nicer. Barely. It had a couple of shops, and some crooked street lamps dotted the sides of the road, most missing the two lamps at their tops.

“Awa, that way!” Awen said as she pointed to the end of the street.

We started to move, only to come to a scampering stop as half a dozen thugs ran out from another alley and cut off our path. Turning around was no good, those Amaryllis hadn’t caught in her blast were moving out behind us, followed by their blinded and dazed buddies.

“Shop!” Amaryllis said.

She ran over to a store and unceremoniously smashed through its window shoulder-first.

Awen jumped in after her.

I was too slow to act, before I got to the storefront Big Green landed before me and brandished his bat my way. “You’re not escaping me! None of you are,” he said.

I tightened my grip on my spade and looked around, all my ears perked to listen for an opportunity or for trouble. I couldn’t see an easy way out. Maybe I could jump to the roofs?

A glance at the two or three grenoil that had followed by jumping over the buildings nixed that idea.

Big Green didn’t announce his attack. He just rushed towards me, bat swinging down for my head.

I hopped to the side, then had to skip backwards as that brought me into stabbing range of another thug.

I was caught in a circle, one that was quickly growing smaller.

“Fight, you moron!” Amaryllis shouted.

A blast of wrist-thick lightning shot out of the store and hit one of the grenoil goons in the side. The grenoil was flung off his feet, his entire body twitching and writhing in midair before he crashed onto the sidewalk.

Another man screamed as a bolt appeared in his shin.

I decided to take Amaryllis’ words to heart. If these people wanted a fight, they’d get one. And when I was done beating the stuffing out of them I’d lecture them real hard about how to greet people nicely and be friendly because this sort of behaviour was unacceptable.


Chapter Fifty-Six

Interrogations

Fighting one on one was a lot easier than twelve or so on one.

Which, now that I said it, was a rather obvious statement.

I ducked under a swing from Big Green’s bat, then hopped back a few steps until I was closer to the back lines. A grenoil behind me was swinging a chain around, which just seemed terribly dangerous. I knew how painful a whap with a flail could be from my time in Threewells.

The grenoil behind me stepped up, so I fell nearly-flat onto my stomach and kicked back with both legs, catching him in the shin.

The grenoil croaked as he stumbled forwards.

I had just enough time to spin around and bunch my legs up against my chest so that when the grenoil landed, it was with me under him.

His face was real close to mine for a bit, so I got a nasty faceful of alcohol-smelling breath. “Ew,” I said a moment before pushing a hefty chunk of stamina into my legs.

The grenoil went flying away until he crashed back-first into a buddy and they went down in a heap.

I didn’t have time to enjoy my victory that another was jumping towards me, knife-first.

I rolled over, picked up my spade and bounced to my feet just in time to parry a swing with the haft of my spade.

The man, an actual human in dirty rags, probably thought I was gonna back up to make space. So he didn’t expect it when I reached up, held on to the rim of my hat, bent my bun ears back, and rammed his nose with my forehead as hard as I could.

The poor man went down with a very smushed nose.

“Sorry!” I said a moment before I had to dodge to the side as another grenoil came at me with a bat.

I blocked his second swing, both hands on the shaft of my spade, but the impact and shaking made me lose my grip on my weapon.

The grenoil grinned at me and started to pull his bat back.

I slapped him full-on in the face so hard that his face twisted to the side and my entire hand felt like I’d pressed it to a stove.

Skipping back, I made a little room between myself and the group until I had my back near one of the rusty lamp posts along the side of the street.

“Get her, dammit!” Big Green roared.

Lightning shot out of the shop, nailing one of the humans in the chest and sending him down in a writhing heap.

“And someone kill those two!” the man screamed.

Then a couple of grenoil pulled up little crossbows and fired into the shop. I heard Amaryllis squawking in protest as she no doubt ducked out of the way.

I looked around. I was down a spade and the only other weapons I had were in my pack.

A grenoil tried to sneak up behind me, but I caught sight of him from the corner of my eye. With a quick half-twist and a snap-kick, I rammed the sole of a foot against the lamp.

The rusty base snapped and the two-meter long pole crashed onto the grenoil’s head.

That… looked like a weapon to me.

I spun backwards, grabbed onto the shaft of the lamp with both hands, and brought it up and around to face off against the greater number of adversaries.

Some of those I’d knocked down earlier were back on their feet, and they didn’t look very happy.

“Come on guys,” I said. “Can’t we talk this out?”

“I heard they love Buns at the brothels,” one of the men said. “I wonder how much you’d go for.”

Lucky for me, he was one of the closer ones, and he was so busy being a big mean jerk that he didn’t react in time to stop the heavy twin-lamped end of the pole from crashing onto his head with a resounding clang and a shattering of glass.

Another grenoil rushed at me, so I twisted the lamp around and poked it at his head so that his neck was caught between the two lights at the end. He made a weird sound when his mouth smashed into the bar joining the two lights, and an ever stranger one when I pulled him towards me and delivered a stamina-heavy Spartan-kick to his tummy.

I yanked the pole back, then spun the base around in a wide, sweeping arc that had the other thugs backing off a step or two.

I counted eight left around me, and three more farther away flinging magic and bolts into the shop.

Amaryllis must have gotten tired of ducking because the next thing I knew a deafening boom shook the street and forks of lightning that were as big around as tree trunks flashed into being, each one connecting to different parts of grenoil across the street.

The three ranged thugs went down as smoking heaps.

I’d need to check on them later, but Amaryllis’ move reminded me of something.

I had magic too.

Grinning, I pushed mana into my hands and saw them start to glow. The extra magic interacted weirdly with the aura of my Cleaning spell, making a bubble around me start to glow with little motes of happy light.

“Oh world,” one of the thugs whispered.

Then I started thinking hot thoughts and suddenly everything was a lot warmer and a haze of fiery mana started to make the air shift around me.

The thugs didn’t seem so sure anymore.

Big Green, on the other hand, didn’t seem to care. “Are you lot cowards? Zis is just some uptight rich girl,” he said.

“Actually, I’m pretty sure my family was always in a lower tax bracket,” I corrected him.

He moved towards me, so I flung my lamp at him as hard as I could and watched him catch the pole awkwardly in the crook of his elbows.

While he stumbled back a step, I ran over to the nearest thug, wrapped a hand around his where he was holding a knife and pulled him closer so that my knee could get better acquainted with the spot between his legs where those safety courses told girls to hit bad guys.

The man crumbled with a wheeze.

I swung my fists forwards in a quick one-two jab towards the next two, sending two tiny and rather lame fireballs at them.

One of them batted his out of the air, but the other caught the fireball full on in the chest.

His raggedy jacket went up in a burst of flames that smelled vaguely like fish oil.

I gasped as the thug screamed and twisted around, working hard to take off his coat while also flailing.

“Stop, drop and roll!” I screamed, but I didn’t think he heard me over his own cries of alarm.

The thugs looked real nervous now. Maybe I was doing a good enough job that they’d cut their losses and run? Some of them certainly seemed to be thinking about it.

“You’re still not done?” Amaryllis asked.

A few heads turned towards the shop where my harpy friend stomped out. Her feathers were well and truly poofed, and little snaps of static were going off in the air around her. I could almost smell the weird tang of electrified air from where I was.

“There are a lot of them,” I said. “And I don’t want to hurt them too much.”

“Oh? Don’t worry. I can hurt them for you!”

I saw a pair of grenoil, younger ones off to the side who had been skirting the fight more than anything, start to edge away.

When Awen burst out of the shop, shards of glass spinning in the air around her and crossbow primed, they turned heel and ran.

“Awen?” I asked.

“Awa, I figured out some Glass magic!” she said from within her teeny tiny blizzard. It wasn’t that big, maybe two dozen pieces of glass all spinning rather lazily and wibbly around her, but it was still kind of impressive.

I looked at the thugs, and felt that the odds were a bit better now. A lot more of them looked nervous too. “You guys can still run, you know?” I said. “Um, it would probably be best before Cholondee comes. She’s a dragon, and dragons are a bit weird about eating people that slight them.”

“Just, shut up!” Big Green said as he leapt for me.

A bolt of electricity connected with his back, and a glass-tipped bolt speared through his leg. The grenoil, already moving forwards, crashed face-first into my heel as I spun into a tight heel-strike.

He crashed to the ground like a particularly lumpy sack of potatoes.

His buddies ran, some of them saying some very rude things as they decided that a life of crime wasn’t for them. At least, that’s what I hoped. They at least paused to pick up their buddies that had been knocked around a bit, all save for Big Green who was left on the ground where he groaned into the cobbles.

“Should we finish him off?” Amaryllis asked.

“Amaryllis!” I gasped.

“What. Least he can do is give us a bit of experience.”

I frowned at my friend until she rolled her eyes and looked away. “I was kidding… mostly. This bag of dirt has cost us a quarter hour already, and could have hurt you, or any of us. He can at least have the courtesy to answer some questions.”

Amaryllis pushed Big Green over with the top of a talon until the grenoil was resting on his back, right next to the lip of the sidewalk. “I’m not, I’m not telling ya anyzing,” he spat.

“Come now, just a few little questions,” Amaryllis said.

“Awa, my, my uncle told me stories about how he got some bad people to talk, um, maybe I could try what he told me,” Awen said.

That sounded way better than whatever Amaryllis had in mind. “Sure! I’d love to see you try,” I said.

Awen flushed and moved closer to the big grenoil before dropping onto her knees next to him. “Um, are you okay?” she asked the guy.

“Screw you, human,” he said.

These thugs were so rude. Were they raised… I looked around and let the thought drop.

Awen, in the meantime, opened up her little shoulder bag and pulled out a pair of pliers. She set them on the ground next to her.

“You think you can torture me, girl?”

Next, she pulled out some screw-drivers.

“I’m not telling any of ya nothing.”

Awen placed her heavy hammer next to the pliers. “It would be nice if you did talk,” she said. “Then we could give you a potion and you could leave us all alone.”

“When my damned coward boys come back, I’m gonna teach all of you a lesson!”

Awen sighed and reached into her bag. She grabbed something, looked down, then shrugged and placed it next to her hammer.

The wand of cure hysteria stood tall and proud next to Awen’s other tools. It was pretty big. I was surprised it even fit in her bag.

“I… I… what are you going to do with that?!” Big Green asked.

Blinking, Awen picked up the wand. “This?” She obviously pushed some magic into it because it started to humm as it vibrated.

“I’ll talk! I’ll talk!”

I looked to the side where Amaryllis had her face covered by her arm feathers. The poor thing, for all her bravado she couldn’t look at someone being tortured, even if it was clear that Awen wouldn’t actually do anything.

“So, mister Big Green,” I said in as intimidating a voice as I could manage. I pointed to him. “Why were you so mean earlier?”

“I, I can’t say,” he said.

Awen’s wand buzzed louder.

“Rainnewt! It was Rainnewt!”


Chapter Fifty-Seven

An Old Name

“Awa… who?” Awen asked.

I scratched the edge of my nose. “Rainnewt was a guy who worked for the Exploration Guild over here. He ran away after setting up me and Amaryllis to be kidnapped by some very rude deer people.”

“I think they were aiming for me,” Amaryllis said. She bent down closer to Big Green. “Tell us about Rainnewt,” she demanded.

Big Green shook his head. “I can’t. He’ll kill me. He’ll kill all of you. I’ve never seen a sylph zat was zat scary.”

“A sylph?” I asked. Rainnewt was a handsome older man, not a sylph. “Can you describe him, please?”

Big Green shook his head until Awen waved her wand in his direction. “S-small! With wings and mean eyes. Brown hair?”

I nodded while eyeing the wand. “Why is he so nervous about that thing?” I asked.

“Awa, I think maybe he has hysteria and wants to keep it?” Awen wondered.

“I… guess. That doesn’t seem healthy. Why would you want to keep that?” I tried to wipe my frown and smiled at Big Green. “Are you sure you don’t want my friend to poke you with her wand?”

“Don’t touch me!” Big Green shouted.

I raised my hands before me, palms out in surrender. “Alright, alright.”

I was about to ask the girls if we should call the guard when Big Green leapt to his feet with surprising spryness, shoved me back a startled step, then started running towards the nearest alley.

Amaryllis brought up a crackling hand, and Awen pulled her crossbow up and around, the glassy tip of a bolt pointing at the grenoil’s back.

“No!” I said.

My friends looked my way and I winced. “I mean. Don’t hit him from behind like that.”

“Broccoli, he ambushed us. Did you hear some of the things his goons were saying?” Amaryllis still lowered her hand as Big Green spun around the corner, the pitter-patter of his boots echoing out for a few moments. “Your bleeding heart will be a serious problem one of these days,” she said.

“Ah, I’m sorry?” I said. They had been pretty bad. But to hit someone from behind like that was… wrong. “We should still report everything to the guards.”

“The same guards who are in the pockets of the Morepoles?” She gestured at the street which was in a bit of a state. “The same guards who will probably arrest us for the mess we’ve made? Do you intend to spend the night behind bars?”

“Awa, maybe we should go?” Awen asked. She dropped to her knees and started tossing her things into her shoulder bag.

I nodded. “Yeah, okay. We can go. We still need to talk to these mob boss people, and then… that thing with Rainnewt, I’m not the only one that thinks that’s suspicious, right?”

“You’re not,” Amaryllis agreed. “The Rainnewt are an important Sylph family. I never made the connection with Mister Rainnewt because he’s, well, he was, a human.”

“Could he be a shapeshifter?” I asked.

“If he is, then why not change his name?” Amaryllis wondered. “It’s possible, but it sounds like a needless risk. Then again, his plan to kidnap me was hardly well thought out.”

“It nearly worked,” I pointed out.

She huffed. “I’d have gotten out.”

The moment Awen was ready to move, we started heading away from the crime scene. I felt a bit guilty, but Amaryllis was usually right about things like guards and such-like. “So, there’s a second person causing trouble called Rainnewt. It could be a total coincidence.”

“Yes, and I’m actually a shape-shifting mermaid,” Amaryllis said. I stared at her until she whapped me behind the head. “I’m not, you moron.”

“Right, right. You don’t smell fishy enough for that. So it’s probably not a coincidence. Still doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t he use a different identity, like in a spy movie?”

“A spy movie? One of those plays from your world?”

I nodded. “There are lots with characters who spy on each other, or go on cool missions with neat disguises. They usually change their name if they’re going to work so hard to look like someone else.”

“Awa, it could be a sign?” Awen asked. “Like, um, a label so that people can trace things back to him?”

“I guess,” I said. “Sounds like it would just make things harder for him.”

We slipped into an alley, then out the other end just as people were starting to poke their heads out of windows and step out of the shops lining the road. There had probably been dozens of witnesses.

That might bite us in the bum later, my friends and I were rather distinct.

We speculated a bit more on the subject of Rainnewt, but in reality we were going in circles. The moment we arrived at the far end of the Scumways, the discussion dropped though. There was a distinct shift in the style of the homes here. For one, there were a far fewer wooden buildings with moldy walls, and a lot more stone homes. Small, but in that humble sort of way that well-cared for homes were.

And then the main street opened up to a large courtyard with a nice fountain and a house that was just shy of being a mansion behind it.

It wasn’t anywhere near as big as Awen’s home, but it was lavishly decorated, with statues along the front, and a well-manicured garden around an oval entranceway.

It would have been a lot nicer if there weren’t about thirty people gathering around the front of the building.

For the most part, the eclectic mix of grenoil, humans, harpy and a few sylphs were all well-dressed. Pressed suits, nice hats and sleek black canes. But the way they held themselves screamed ‘Bond-villain goon’ more than ‘stately gentleman.’

In the middle of this group was an elderly grenoil man sitting on a wheelchair. He was wearing a very comfortable looking red sweater vest and had a blanket over his legs and a sunhat plopped atop his head.

“So, that’s where he ran off to,” Amaryllis said.

I followed her gaze to a Big Green who was kneeling next to the old grenoil and talking really fast.

The old grenoil reached a hand out to one of his goons who passed him a nice cane. Then he smacked Big Green on the head with a dull ‘whap.’

“Shush now, you oaf. Can’t you see zat zose girls you attacked are here now,” the older grenoil gentleman said. His voice was gravelling and rough, like the rumble of a distant millstone.

I eyed my friends from the corner of my eyes.

Those were a lot of possibly bad guys, and these didn’t look like street thugs. Sure, they were only armed with canes, but I didn’t doubt that fighting them would be a whole lot different to fighting those thugs earlier.

“Oh, don’t be afraid, bun, I haven’t bitten anyone in some time. Come in. I would offer you guest rights, but doing so to someone you don’t know isn’t terribly wise.”

I stepped up and into the courtyard, shoes sinking just a little into the soft grass until I was standing just a few meters away from the old grenoil who smiled up at me. So I smiled back. “Hi! My name is Broccoli Bunch, these are my best friends, Awen Bristlecone and Amaryllis Albatross.”

The grenoil nodded. “I’m don Grenouille,” he said. “Now zat we’ve gotten ze pleasantries out of the way, would you mind explaining to me why you have beaten and injured so many of ze people in my employ?”

I blinked. “First, the pleasantries haven’t even begun. We didn’t even get to the tea yet. And second, they attacked us first.”

The grenoil croaked a laugh. “I see, I see. Well zen, perhaps some of my boys here will be so kind as to fetch us some chairs and perhaps a tea set?”

A few of the goons bowed and ran off.

“While they fetch that… you claim zat you were assaulted first?” he asked.

I nodded.

“It’s, it’s not true, don Grenouille,” Big Green said. “Zey came onto our turf and the—”

The don whapped the big grenoil on the head with his cane again. “Shush, you. Ze young lady was talking.”

I held back a very inappropriate giggle. “Ah, yeah. We were on our way here, actually, when Big Green blocked our path, and then he and a bunch of others tried to capture us. They said some very mean things too.”

“Hrm,” the old grenoil said. “Let’s set zat aside for ze moment. Ze issue is complicated somewhat by you being on our territory without permission. Zough, as ze saying goes, might makes right. You are obviously in ze right in zis situation as you won ze ensuing fight.”

That… was so
 wrong. At the same time, if the old grenoil wanted to let bygones stay that way, I was okay with it, for now.

“Now, you mentioned zat you were on your way here? I doubt it was to enjoy ze comforts of my gardens.”

I looked around at all the pretty flowers and the well-trimmed hedges. “It’s not for that, no, but you do have a very nice garden,” I said. “I have the gardening skill, though it’s not at a very high level. Yours must be really good if you can keep so many flowers in a place like this.”

Don Grenouille grinned. “Why zank you.”

“Ah, but you’re right. We’re actually here because of a bit of a problem we had. See, one of our friends owned a nice little bookshop in Port Royal, and she lost it because she couldn’t meet your security payments.”

Don Grenouille tapped his cane on the ground. “Are you speaking of miss Booksie?”

“That’s her,” I said.

“We offered her other ways to pay off ze debt,” he said.

“A debt that should never have existed and which was little more than extortion,” Amaryllis said.

The air grew thicker, but we were saved by some goon arriving to deposit a table and some chairs next to us. One of them placed a nice tea set on the table before stepping back.

I moved to the set and started preparing a few cups. There was a kettle that was already filled with boiling water, and a few little jars of honey and sugar and a cup of cream. “How do you like your tea, Don Grenouille?” I asked.

“Straight,” he said.

I mixed in the leaves and made sure everything was just right before pouring him a cup. Then I prepared cups for my friends. Awen liked hers with lots of honey, and Amaryllis liked a splash of cream in hers.

I liked mine with honey, sugar, and cream.

Don Grenouille waited until we were all sat before taking a sip from his cup.

His eyes widened.

“I have the tea making skill,” I said before taking a sip of my own. The Don was watching me strangely as I drank. “Ah, this is pretty nice.” I waited a moment before continuing. “So yeah, if you really were extorting our friend, that needs to stop. It’s not nice at all to do that to someone. You really hurt Booksie when you made her lose her shop.”

“I’m afraid you don’t seem to understand how zese zings work,” Don Grenouile said. “In zis city, if you expect to have ze protection of ze Morepoles, zen you need to pay.”

“But protection from what?” I asked. “No offense Don Grenouille—and I do have the utmost respect for you and your cool hat—but rackets like that just aren’t very neighbourly.”

“Don’t bother, Broccoli, these sorts don’t understand decency. Just look at how they play dress up and try to hide behind an image of nobility. It’s really quite sad,” Amaryllis said.

I wanted to press my hands over my face. Amaryllis really was keen on insulting everyone she met.

Don Grenouille’s face was going a nasty shade of red, and all the goons around us seemed ready to fight.

And then Cholondee landed on the fountain.


Chapter Fifty-Eight

Say Hello to My Not-So-Little Friend

“Oh boy,” I whispered.

There were a lot of things that could go wrong.

Honestly, most of those things had really negative consequences for the mafia people, more than anyone else, but I didn’t want to see my new friend eating people, not even criminals.

And then I had to consider whether or not my friends and I would be caught in the crossfire.

I would have to do my best to keep everything nice and civil!

The problem was, I had no idea what to do. This entire thing would end in disaster. My friends, as awesome as they were, weren’t equipped to deal with this. Awen was a bit shy, and Amaryllis was a bit… a lot rude. She’d make things worse.

I closed my eyes for a moment and asked myself a vital question. What would Abraham do?

I coughed to clear my throat. “Hello Cholondee. You’re just in time, there’s some tea left.”

The dragoness turned her head my way, something that had fedora-wearing goons toppling over themselves to get out of the way. Her long spiney back-sail perked up the same way that my ears did, but cooler. “You have tea?” she asked.

The dragon eyed the still smoking kettle on the little table, the kettle that was smaller than… literally any one of her body parts. “I’m certain Don Grenouille wouldn’t mind fetching a larger kettle. Or maybe a pot.”

“Ah,” the old grenoil said.

“See,” I said. Then, even though it was a little rude, I pointed to some of the goons who flinched back as if my finger were a primed pistol. “You and you. Go put some water to boil. And please do so quickly, leaving a guest waiting is wrong.”

“Ah, you’re under guest rights,” Cholondee asked as she wiggled a claw to get some of the fountain that got caught there out.

“Actually, Don Grenouille didn’t want to extend those,” I said. “He did provide tea!”

“I-I can extend them!” the Don said, the first time he spoke since Cholondee arrived.

“No, I think we’re fine as we are,” Amaryllis said.

I wasn’t entirely sure what guest-rights were, or how they were important, but I had the impression that Don Grenouille had maybe made a bit of a misstep there, and that Amaryllis was really enjoying the fact.

“Huh. Well, whatever. So what’s going on? Did we find the jerks who were messing with my brother’s girlfriend?”

I nodded, then gestured to the very pale Don. “Yeah. These are the ones that messed with Booksie’s shop. They don’t seem all that bad. Though, uh,” I looked to Big Green. “They did ambush and try to kidnap us earlier. I’m not saying they’re evil or anything, but kidnapping is usually a bad thing. Um… depending on the circumstances.”

Awen was a special case, of course. Kidnapping in the name of friendship was alright.

Cholondee eyed the nearest gangster who raised his cane as if that would do anything. “It is around breakfast time,” she said.

“We had breakfast,” I pointed out.

“Second breakfast. I’m hungry. And also a dragon.”

I bit my lower lip. “Wait!”

Cholondee looked my way. So did a bunch of the goons. “We, uh, still have questions for them.”

“Right, right, can’t do that if they’re eaten,” the dragon agreed. “Well, get asking.”

I nodded really fast, turned towards the Don who didn’t look so confident and scary in his wheelchair anymore, and then blanked on what sort of question I could ask.

“Awa,” Awen came to the rescue. “Don Grenouille, do you know a Mister Rainnewt?”

The Don nodded quickly, sunhat bobbing with the motions. “Of course, of course, he’s a distinguished Sylph who came into our employ a week ago. Very sharp.”

I shot Awen a thankful smile. “What kind of work did he do for you? And, um, did he usually ask people like Big Green there to attack girls off the street? Because I really hope that’s not a common occurrence.”

“No, nothing like zat,” the Don said. “Rainnewt… ah, zis isn’t information zat should be aired so openly.”

“So, Cholondee, do you breathe fire, or is your breath something else?” Amaryllis asked.

“Oh, I’m like my mom,” Cholondee said, the pride evident in her voice. “My spit is super corrosive. It’ll melt through metal like fire on snow. But with some magic I can turn it into a sort of misty poison. I’ve killed entire flocks of sheep with it!”

“Of course, information should be shared,” the Don said. “Ah, we were hired by Rainnewt. He needed ze help of some of our better, more experienced members to assist him wiz a few heists. Zey were all simple zings, but carried out very well. He even shared ze profits wiz us. And zen zere was a larger attack on one of ze smaller mansions just a few days ago. We helped him rob and kidnap a diplomat.”

“A diplomat?” Amaryllis asked. “From where?”

“A cervid diplomat. He was here to meet wiz a mixed group from, ah, Deepmarsh and Mattergrove. About the cervid crossing the Deepmarsh border.”

Amaryllis stood a little taller, her brows joining together. “Tell me everything you can about the crime.”

“Ah, I don’t know all ze details. Rainnewt asked for ze assistance from a few of our members. All ze harpy and human members we had. Zere was some climbing involved.”

“Oh, world,” Amaryllis muttered. “What about the other heists? Who was targeted?”

The Don looked somewhere between confused and irritated now. You could only spend so much time worried about the dragon in the courtyard, after all. “I don’t know all ze details. Mostly nobles. Mostly from out of ze city.”

“So not just grenoil nobles, then?”

“No, some harpy, some humans. Anyone wiz lots of coin.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but a glance at Cholondee showed her paying rapt attention. “This is intriguing, just like in one of my books,” she whispered to me.

“I guess so,” I said to her. “Um. Do you know where Rainnewt is?” I asked.

Amaryllis snorted. “Probably leagues away. This is quickly turning from an adventure trying to prevent dragons from eating everyone to something a whole lot worse.” She stood up and off of her chair. “We need to go. I have some letters to send. And we should talk to the director of the local Exploration Guild. We need to get news out.”

“We haven’t even figured out how Rainnewt changed species yet,” I said.

“That doesn’t matter. A magic item, some illusion magic, two agents with the same code-name.” Amaryllis waved a wing dismissively. “What matters is fixing the mess they’ve caused before this turns into a full-on war.”

I blinked. “A war?” I asked.

“A war?” Cholondee repeated, far more excited by the idea.

“Obviously. Trying to kidnap me while making it look like the United Republic of the Trenten Flats is to blame, then kidnapping a cervid diplomat trying to clear up the issue, and making it look like either the harpy or humans did it. No doubt he’s been busy causing all sorts of other problems that haven’t surfaced yet because no one is paying any attention. Tensions have been running high between the Sylphs and Harpy for centuries, but other than some skirmishes it’s never broken out into a full-on war.”

“So, what, he’s trying to get Deepmarsh and the Trenten cervid to go to war so that the harpy can’t call on them to help?” I asked. It made sense. If you were going to bully someone—which would be a terrible awful thing to do—then taking their friends out of the equation first just made sense.

Amaryllis waved her wings about in a gesture that could mean anything. “Maybe. I don’t know. It could be for something else. That’s why we need to head out and tell the right people. The more people in charge who are aware that a conspiracy is afoot, the better.”

“Oh, now there are conspiracies,” Cholondee said. “This is exciting.” She reached out and grabbed a nearby grenoil with the tip of her claws. The man started squirming and screaming.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Mid-entertainment snack,” Cholondee said.

“No, no!” I waved my arms around. “If you eat them all you’ll, uh.”

“Not be hungry?”

I blanked for a good long moment. Then an idea struck me like one of Amaryllis’ lightning bolts. “If you start eating the goons, they’ll never respect you as their leader.”

Cholondee paused. The goons paused. Even the one in her claws stopped screaming.

“Th-think about it! There’s a bunch of things going on, the Morepoles are going to be in a whole heap of trouble, and they totally owe you for messing with your brother’s maybe-girlfriend’s shop. So you can take them over. The Don can teach you how to run the mafia, and you can turn it into a much better, nicer organization. No more rackets and stealing and such.”

“That sounds like a lot of work,” Cholondee said.

“I mean, it kind of is, but look at the slums. You could make them way better, and then they’d all really appreciate you. And, um, that’s worth more than a lot of gold, isn’t it?”

I could see that I was almost onto her, but not quite.

“And think of the hats! No, wait, that’s a bit silly. I mean, you would look really good in a cool hat, but that’s not a reason to take over the mafia.” I waved my hand around as if beating away a bad smell. “Think of the opportunity to, to… improve others. And command all of these people that just need a bright, strong leader like you. When people ask them ‘what are you’ it won’t just be ‘I’m a grenoil’ it’ll be ‘I’m a grenoil that works for the best dragon.’”

Cholondee was nodding really slowly. “I like it,” she said. “I could become the queen of the… what’s this place called?” she asked the Don.

“Ze Scumways?”

“Oh, yuck. No, we’d need to rename it to something better.”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to eat anyone. That was great. Now she was just going to be the dragon queen of the underworld. Which…

Amaryllis was staring at me with a very flat expression. “Have I told you that you’re an idiot today?”

“I think so?”

“Ah, then perhaps moron? Fool? Halfwit? I’m also partial to dunce.”

I tried a smile. “At least no one died?”

“So, how does this mafia thing work?” Cholondee asked. “When do we kidnap princesses and take the nobles’ gold?”

I tried not to crumble. “It’s more complicated than that,” I said. “You know what. You should work with Booksie. She’s nice. Real nice. And she can teach you all there is to know about, uh, this stuff. I’m sure people would respect you a lot more if they thought of you as a protector and friend than as a greedy dragon.”

“I can be a protector. And also a dragon,” Cholondee said. “Yes. This seems fun. I also get to play dress-up with all of these little people, right? I think their uniforms are drab and boring.”

“Sure,” I said. “Just… please take your time. You’re a dragon, you should do your best to be the best, and the best wouldn’t eat anyone. In fact, I’m sure that none of the other Dons eat their goons, right?” I asked the last while looking to Don Grenouille. Or maybe it was now former Don Grenouille.

“Zat’s right.”

“Aww,” Cholondee said. “Wait, does that mean I’m now Don Cholondee?”

“Yes,” I said.

The dragon grinned, some of the goons fainted. “I should tell my brother!” She raised her wings high above, then took off with a burst of wind that threw our tea table aside.

The goons I’d sent to fetch a pot of boiling water walked back just in time to see the dragon leaving.

There was a nice, long moment of quiet after that.

“Right, well,” I said. “I think our business here is done.” I smoothed down the front of my skirts, then bowed to Don Grenouille. “Thanks for having us, and thanks for the tea. We’ll be going now.”

I grabbed my friends and moved the heck out of the courtyard. Surprisingly, no one tried to stop us.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Bad Implications

Amaryllis was in a talkative mood. I knew this because she was talking a whole lot while walking out ahead of us.

“I would usually just gloss over this situation,” Amaryllis said. “But obviously you know nothing so it’s up to me to fill in the blanks. Honestly I… might have been a little lax in doing my part to educate you, Broccoli. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay?” I said as I almost jogged to keep up. Awen, whose legs were a bit shorter, was in that awkward position where she wasn’t quite walking fast, nor was she jogging outright.

“It isn’t!” Amaryllis declared. “But it’s an issue I can correct right away.”

“Okay?”

Amaryllis nodded, head bobbing up and down like one of those little plastic bird things. “I’ll start at the start,” she said. “There are five nations on the continent that matter.” She looked to Awen. “Six, if you decide to be generous and count Mattergrove.”

That sounded a little rude, but alright. Mattergrove was pretty small on the map I’d seen.

“The Snowlands, who are mostly uninvolved in geopolitics. The Nesting Kingdom, which is more of a clan-based elective republic with a token monarchy, but that’s unimportant. The kingdom of Sylphfree. The United Republic of the Trenten Flats, which is neither united nor a republic. The Kingdom of Deepmarsh, and the Kingdom of Mattergrove.”

I nodded along. “What about the Ostri people?”

Amaryllis waved her wings in a dismissive way. I was really getting good at harpy body language. “They don’t have kings, mayors, elected officials, or clan leaders. They literally have no governmental apparatus, which coupled with their abnormally high average level has kept them safe from most political conflicts.”

“Cool,” I said.

“They don’t matter. I want you to understand the current conflict even if it means pecking the information into that thick skull of yours.” Amaryllis straightened. “The Nesting Kingdom has grown to have the most powerful airforce, but we are still, for the most part, stuck on a small number of mountaintops near the centre of the continent.”

“Okay,” I said.

“The Sylphfree and the Nesting Kingdom have been at each other’s throats for centuries. We both claimed the same mountaintop. The Golden Peak. And when we both discovered that the name was rather literal a war broke out. Then another, then another. It’s almost a formality that we’ll go to war once every few decades over control over the mountain. We’ve even become rather civil about it. Even if we hate each other.”

“Can’t you just split the territory in half?” I asked.

“Who would get the bigger half? Or the half with the more mines?” She shook her head. “It’s a lot of arguing and politicking with very little action. The mountain is basically untouched though, on account of both sides destroying any settlements or camps on it.”

“That’s awful,” I said. I found Orange walking next to me and picked her up for the purpose of hugging the awful away.

“It is what it is.” She went on. “Other than that, the Sylphfree are nearly untouchable. They have excellent banking systems and are doubtlessly the richest nation on the continent. Coupled with their advanced healers and heavily-militarized government, no one has really succeeded in making them budge.”

We reached the exit of the Scumways and walked right past a cabal of guards without so much as slowing down. Maybe that thing about walking with confidence was true, because none of them tried to stop us.

“Then you have the Trenten Flats. Huge, expansionist, aggressive. They’re backwards and barbaric at the best of times, but they’re large, numerous, and have a lot of resources to throw at any problem.”

I nodded along, even if I found her description to be a bit… rude.

“And finally Deepmarsh. It’s relatively small, not too populous, but fairly advanced. They actually have very decent mages here. They’re not terribly keen on moving outside of their little deltas though.”

“And Mattergrove?” I asked with a glance towards Awen.

“Awa, we, we’re very small,” Awen said. “And, um, we don’t really matter all that much.”

“I… don’t exactly agree,” Amaryllis said. “Mattergrove matters if only because they’re on the far westernside of the continent and they do have something of a standing army. It’s small and pathetic, but it exists. If things go sideways then having an unaligned nation at the Nesting Kingdom or Deepmarsh’s back could be dangerous.”

“Right, okay, I think I get it,” I said.

“I truly doubt that,” Amaryllis said. She huffed her ‘but I must go on’ huff. “When the cervid tried to kidnap me I suspected a Trenten plot. Had that gone off, it would have ratcheted up tensions between the Trenten Flats and both Deepmarsh and the Nesting Kingdom. Now it looks like it was a Sylph plot to get those three nations at each other’s throats.”

“But we don’t know-know that,” I said. “We just suspect it because of Rainnewt.”

“Exactly,” Amaryllis said. “Which means that someone, probably not a single actor like Rainnewt but either a country or organization, is trying to start a large scale conflict.”

I licked my lips. “That’s not good.”

“Your gift for moronic understatements is as sharp as ever,” Amaryllis said.

“Well, I never liked politics and such, they always seemed like more trouble than they’re worth.”

Amaryllis wobbled her head from side to side. “I suppose I can’t fault you for that. The point of it all though, is that there’s obviously something strange going on, and if we don’t put a stop to it, it could mean trouble for just about everyone. Another war sparked between the Nesting Kingdom and the Sylphfree would be bad enough, but if the Trenten Flats pick a side, and Deepmarsh join in, then it could be a near global war.”

“A world war,” I said.

“I suppose you could call it that,” she said. “Though I doubt the Pyrowalkians would join in, and the Snowlanders are as isolationist as it gets. It would take a lot to get them to move. The Kingdom of the Endless Swells… they’re barely a kingdom at all, more a collection or small nation-states loosely held together by a rivalry with the Pyrowalkians.”

“Awa, I don’t think it would come to that, right?”

I smiled over at Awen, but I don’t think it was my nicest smile.

History class was always kind of neat at school, but they would always go on and on about boring stuff instead of the big cool things. I did like the stuff about the battles and the intrigue, but they were far and few in between.

“I don’t want to say it can’t happen,” I said. “Because it might.” I tightened my fists by my side and glared at the horizon I could see over the nearest buildings. “But we’ll do our darndest to stop that from happening, right?” I asked.

“Obviously,” Amaryllis said. “War isn’t good for business, not when you own the factories that would get spelled out of existence first.”

“Awa, I, I don’t think even uncle Abraham has stopped a war before. I’m, I’m in, Broccoli! I’ll be by your side, forever.”

“Alright!” I cheered. “Let’s go stop a war!” I paused. “Amaryllis, how do we stop a war?”

My birdy friend sighed. “First, we’re going to stop by the Exploration Guild here. The director might know something. Then I’m going to be sending a few letters to my family. My sisters and mother are better equipped for handling this kind of thing.”

“Okay, neat,” I said. “And then?”

She frowned at me. “And then what?”

“Yeah, exactly, and then what?”

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “And then we’ll have done our part.”

“Awa, that’s a bit… anticlimactic.”

I nodded. “That’s not as cool as I thought it would be,” I said.

“What, did you expect to have to sneak into the king’s palace to deliver a history changing letter while being hounded by assassins like in some drama play?” Amaryllis asked.

I looked the other way. “I choose to exercise my right to remain unembarrassed.”

“You moron.” Amaryllis slowed down a little when we reached the Guild row and had to climb up a steep slope. “We might stop there later,” she said with a gesture towards the strange, stubby Messenger’s guild with its neat poles sticking out of the roof with moving panels.

“Can’t your bank ring send letters to people?” I asked.

“It can send letters to my account, where a clerk will then take it and place it in my family’s vault. Or that of a family member. But sending letters like that only works if the person to whom you’re sending the letter has an account with that bank. Otherwise the Messenger Guild interferes. They don’t appreciate the competition already.”

Amaryllis actually stopped talking for a little bit because the climb was rather steep and that made breathing hard. She even flapped her wings a few times to skip ahead.

When we got to the Exploration Guild and pushed past the familiar double doors at the front, it was to find a decent-sized group within, one that I recognized almost right away.

Five grenoil, all of them in leathers, all of them with bandoleers over their chests. At their head was the handsome Emeric, with his two swords hanging by his hips, and I saw Pierre leaning against a far wall.

Arianne was in her almost-mage garb, with a serious-faced Valerie next to her. And standing a bit behind Emeric was a nervous Donat, the grenoil having changed out of the kinda-crappy armour I’d seen him in all those weeks ago.

The group were all standing back to the door, their attention on the squat figure of director Mathilde.

“I know these people,” I told my friends.

“Awa, are they friends?”

I nodded. “They kind of are,” I said. I couldn’t help the grin that slipped on. It was always super cool to meet old friends again. And these were friends that I hadn’t seen since… since I’d left Threewells. Was that only two weeks ago? A bit more? “Hello!” I called out while raising a hand to wave.

I had forgotten how scary the director looked when she wasn’t in a good mood, and I had never seen her in a good mood.

There was suddenly a lot of attention directed my way, but out of all the grenoil looking my way, Arianne was the first to react. “Broccoli?” she asked.

“That’s me,” I said.

Emeric grinned my way. “Well well, you actually made it to civilization alive. Ze world isn’t so terrible a place after all.”

“I did,” I said. “And I joined the guild too.” I poked a thumb at the pin on my bandoleer. “And I even have a party now!”

“I can see zat,” he said. “We will have to go for drinks later, and you can tell us about your adventure. We just arrived, we need to debrief.” His smile turned a little wry.

“Ah, that’s okay,” I said.

“Actually, it’s not,” Amaryllis interjected. “Director, we have some news. It’s urgent.”

“I can imagine,” the director said. She sounded about as amused as she looked. “Is that young lady next to you the missing and presumed kidnapped Awen Bristlecone?” she asked.

“Awa, no, no that’s not me,” Awen said. Then she wilted as the director’s gaze turned onto her.

“It’s not kidnapping if you have permission,” I said.

The director turned her glare onto me. “I would love to see you arguing that in court, young lady.”

I swallowed, but I wasn’t going to let some rude old lady ruin my mood with threats of imprisonment. “We just came here to report some things,” I said. “It’s important.”

“Our news is important too,” Emeric said. “And wiz ze dragons in ze city… it seems like today is an exciting day.”

“Oh, no, the dragons are with us,” I said. “They’re not the problem.”

“You know, for a moment I zought zat maybe I missed ze little brat,” Pierre said. “Now I’m quite sure zat I don’t.”


Chapter Sixty

War Talk

Mathilde the scary director dragged us to her office. All of us. The fact that there were only two chairs before her desk didn’t seem to bother her at all. She just sat in the big plush chair across a desk that had more square feet than my room back home had. She made herself comfortable, crossed her fingers together under her chin in an arch, then looked towards Emeric. “You begin,” she said.

Amaryllis, Awen and I stood off to one side while all the members of the grenoil exploration party stood off to the other. Emeric stepped up and gave the director a shallow bow, his hands rubbing over the pommels of his swords.

“Do you mind if I give some… perhaps unnecessary details, ma’am, for ze sake of making sure zat we’re all on ze same page?”

“I don’t,” the woman said.

Emeric nodded his thanks. “On arriving here from our last exploration mission to Threewells, master Leonard left our party in order to more properly investigate ze destruction of ze Threewells dungeon.”

I shifted on the spot.

The director looked my way like a cat that spotted a laser pointer. “Do you have anything to say, or are you just fidgeting?”

“Ah, no?” I tried. “I was, um, just curious about where Leonard was?”

“Hmph,” the woman said. “Continue.”

“Yes ma’am. So, as I said, we returned and… I zink we just missed Miss Bunch and her friend departing wiz Lord Bristlecone. Zere were a few missions left in ze books, but one caught my eye. I zink you might have read its report already…”

“Go over it nonetheless,” Mathilde said.

Emeric nodded. “A harpy airship on a return trip to Port Royal noticed a wrecked vessel in ze north of Deepmarsh, or perhaps across ze border into ze Nesting Kingdom. Ze exact location was difficult to pinpoint, but zey reported it anyway. Zen an urgent report came in from Goldenalden about a Sylph ship going missing.”

“So we were tasked with exploring the wreck?” the Director said. “I think at your level in the guild you were to figure out how to undertake the mission yourself?”

“Yes ma’am,” Emeric said. “We questioned ze captain of ze harpy merchant ship about ze location of ze wreck he had seen, zinking it might have been ze Sylph ship. And when he mentioned returning to Fort Sylphrot, I zought it wise to hire him as transport. Ze idea was to retrace ze path his ship took, and hope zat we would find ze wreck again.”

“Clever.”

“Zank you, ma’am.” Emeric said. I saw Arianne stand a little taller at the praise. Had it been her idea? “We did find ze ship, ma’am, the Bronze Falcon was laying at the base of a large outcropping from one of ze mountains. We marked its location on a map.”

The director perked an eyebrow. “I would like to imagine you did more than that.”

“Most of my team landed near ze ship. Valerie stayed aboard ze Merchant ship to return to Fort Sylphrot to hire another ship to pick us up in passing. We didn’t know how much time we would spend near ze wreck.”

I saw Valerie crossing her arms. She didn’t look too happy about it.

“On arriving at ze wreck we had to fight off some mountain meeses.”

“At least ze meese meat was nice,” Donat muttered. “Fighting zem wasn’t.”

Emeric coughed. “After clearing ze area and giving ze ship a quick examination to find survivors we set up a small camp. Most of ze bodies… ze meese got to zem. But we found some within ze ship itself. It seems like some of ze crew survived ze crash, but were killed soon after. We found… feathers, ma’am. Harpy feathers.”

“Harpy are the most adept pilots in the sky, why would that be bizarre?” Amaryllis asked.

“Ah, ze crew manifest suggested zat zey were all Sylph. And some of zem died wiz zeir zroats slit.” Emeric sighed. “Ze cargo manifest was also messing some zings. Ze ship had a cargo of documents and some luxury goods destined for ze Sylph embassy in Deepmarsh. Zose were missing. So were some of ze other, more expensive zings in the hold. Ze rest was all cloth and some barrels of alchemical mixes.”

The Director shifted back. “Anything else?”

“Yes ma’am. Ze crew’s food, we inspected it, in case we could use ze ship’s pantry to supplement our own supplies if Valerie didn’t return promptly. But ze food, a decent portion of it, was poisoned. I’m unfamiliar with ze exact make-up, but Pierre has a skill zat helps with poisons.”

“It was mostly powdered sleep root. Not a poison, exactly,” the ranger said. “But take a bit and you’ll be drowsy. Take a bit for a few days and you’ll be falling asleep in no time. Ze water, wine and flour were all sprinkled wiz ze stuff, so were some of ze ozer foods.”

“What did the captain’s log say?” the director asked.

“Nozing. It was missing along with some of ze maps and such. I zink zey took zings in a hurry.”

Mathilde leaned back. “So a ship carrying important documents from the Kingdom of Sylphfree had its crew poisoned, and was then ransacked. Any signs of a battle?”

“A few? Some of ze crew had weapons out. But most perished in ze crash, I zink.”

“Hmph. Any signs of hooks or grapples? Maybe some signs that another ship was involved.”

“No ma’am.”

The director tapped her arched fingers over her mouth. “That doesn’t bode well.”

Amaryllis swelled up. “It looks like someone is trying to frame the Nesting Kingdom.”

“Trying to frame?” the director repeated. “That’s a strange conclusion to jump to.”

“That’s because you’re missing some facts,” Amaryllis said.

“In that case, do enlighten me, Miss Albatross.”

Amaryllis nodded severely. “I shall. My… party and I have recently returned to Port Royal on business. While investigating something in the Scumways on behalf of a friend, we were ambushed by some low-leveled thugs. Of course we defeated them, and in doing so captured their leader. Awen here tortured some information out of him that I think is quite pertinent.”

“Awa, it, it wasn’t actually torture!” Awen defended herself, but no one listened, so I pulled her into a hug.

“It turns out that the person who set up the ambush went by the name Rainnewt.”

The director sat taller. “The same one who tried to have you kidnapped? Interesting, but I don’t see how this pertains to the situation with the Bronze Falcon.”

“I was getting to that,” Amaryllis snapped. “After we finished with the thugs we continued onto the mansion from which the Morepoles operate. We found a grenouille there called Don Grenoiulle, who after being questioned admitted to having worked with a Sylph called Rainnewt to kidnap a Cervid diplomat on Rainnewt’s behalf. They also robbed some of the local nobility.”

“Rainnewt was very much a human,” the director said.

“Yes, I’m certain that the criminal mastermind called Rainnewt who seems keen on kidnapping Harpy nobility is entirely different from the other criminal mastermind called Rainnewt kidnapping cervid nobles,” Amaryllis deadpanned.

The director ‘hmphed’ again, but this time it sounded faintly amused. “I suppose that a link wouldn’t be hard to make. And you think this is related to the wreck of the Bronze Falcon?”

“I’m not saying that for certain,” Amaryllis said. “But I will strongly suggest that you look into who, exactly, issued that mission to find the ship within the Exploration Guild. The way the timing seems laid out…”

“It’s possible that it was Rainnewt to set up the mission,” the director finished. She pressed her hands onto her desk and stood up. “I see. Emeric, submit your report to the front desk. Then move your team out to help the city guard with their dragon problem.”

“It’s okay!” I said. “Booksie is looking after Rhawrexdee, I’m sure she won’t let him destroy anything… too expensive. And Cholondee is really busy… uh.” I looked away from the director’s flat gaze. “Taking over the city’s underworld,” I muttered.

“Wonderful,” she said in a way that implied that it was anything but.

I felt my cheeks warming up a little, and Awen’s hand started rubbing my back in little circles.

“Miss Albatross, did you have any plans to stay in Port Royal, or were you returning to Mattergrove, no doubt with the young woman that is certainly not the kidnapped heiress of the human kingdom.”

Amaryllis raised her head. “I think it would be safer for everyone involved if that kind of information was compartmentalized for now. Though I will be writing to my clan to inform them of what is going on. As things are, I suspect that someone is trying to start a war.”

The proclamation made the room go frigid for a moment. The grenoil looked at each other, and I felt myself itching to shift nervously again. Even the director looked unhappy. More so than usual.

“The Exploration Guild will also be sending out official documentation pointing out that someone, or someones, have been interfering with international politics in such a way as to ignite some conflicts,” the director said. “War would be bad for everyone’s business.”

“Thank you,” Amaryllis said. “On that note, I think we ought to be leaving.” The harpy gestured towards the back of the office.

Mathilde looked my way some more, then glanced at Awen for a moment before sighing. “You’re dismissed. Emeric, you and your team as well. I suspect I’ll be quite busy for the next little while, so please try to not do something utterly ridiculous, such as fly into the city on dragon-back.”

“Actually, it’s better if you let the dragon carry you. Flying on their backs is hard because of all the spines and… and I’m going now, bye!” I said before skipping out of the room and away from the director’s gaze.

“Did you really fly into ze city on a dragon?” Arianne asked as soon as we were all in the corridor out of the director’s office.

“No, like I said, we were carried by the dragon.”

“And how did you get a dragon to carry you in its arms instead of in its stomach?” Emeric asked.

“It was easy,” I said. “We gave it dating advice. And also we had a sleepover.”

Donat was staring at us in something that I suspected was awe, but the others were wearing much more incredulous expressions. I don’t think they actually believed me.

“Awa, it’s true,” Awen said. “Um, even if it doesn’t sound that way.”

“It’s okay!” I said. “So, did you guys have a fun adventure?” I asked.

“We did,” Emeric said while Donat shook his head behind him. “The mountains were a bit cold. It’s not that far north, but the altitude will make the air freeze. There’s even smoke when you breathe!”

“Vapour, yeah,” I said. “It can be fun! I love the snow.”

“You love everything, you dimwit,” Amaryllis said.

“Everything deserves to be loved,” I countered with an irrefutable fact.

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “I think we skipped the introductions earlier. At least, proper introductions. Broccoli’s idea of a greeting is… well, unique.”

I frowned. “I just say hi and ask people to be my friend, what’s wrong with that?”

“All of it,” Amaryllis said. “I’m Amaryllis Albatross, of clan Albatross.”

“Awa, I’m Awen Bristlecone, and I wasn’t kidnapped.”

The grenoil were suddenly paying Awen a lot more attention. “Are you related to Abraham?” Valerie asked.

“Aw, yes?” Awen said. “He’s my uncle.”

Pierre, usually rather stoic, scoffed at that. “He’s a legend, is what he is. You take after him any? Arianne, what’s her class?”

“Pierre, that’s rude,” the mage said. I still saw her eyes dulling for just a moment. She was being sneaky!

I didn’t mind though, I was just happy that some old acquaintances were making nice with my new friends!


Chapter Sixty-One

A Poet, and Also a Dragon

“We should go visit Booksie together!” I declared. The grenoil exploration team looked confused for a moment, so I hastened to fill them in. “She’s a friend of ours, a really nice bun that needed a bit of help. She should be in the East side of Port Royal.”

“Ah, yes,” Emeric said. “I suppose we could follow you there. By ze way… I noticed ze ears earlier… zey weren’t zere when we saw you last, right?”

I reached up and squeezed both ears at the base, the part that had a bunch of white fluff. “Nah, these are brand new. I got them when my first class evolved.”

“Zat’s unusual,” Arianne said. “Not entirely unheard of, but unusual. I suppose you’re lucky zat ze evolution was towards somezing so innocent. Buns are generally well-liked.”

“I guess so!” I said. I tugged my ears down, then let them go so that they sprang back up. “Anyway! Do you guys want to do lunch? We could go see Booksie, then find a nice place to eat and catch up.”

“I have some letters to send,” Amaryllis said.

“And we can give Amaryllis time to send her letters.”

Emeric looked to his friends. Valerie was nodding quite seriously, Arianne shrugged while leaning against her staff and Pierre’s tummy growled. Donat was the only one that really didn’t seem certain. “You know what? Why not.”

“Brilliant!” I cheered. “We should go check on Booksie first, and then maybe she can point us to a nice place for dinner.”

“A bit of a walk won’t do any harm,” Emeric said.

We took off, heading downhill towards the main streets of the city, then off towards the East end. I walked next to Emeric and listened with all four ears to him talking about their last adventure and how tricky it was to survive in the snow.

I kinda knew all about that, but he was eager to talk, so I didn’t interrupt or anything.

I did notice Amaryllis walking next to a quiet Pierre, keeping to herself, and a bit further back, Awen was making a piece of glass float above her hand next to Arianne who seemed to be giving her some advice.

“Hey, Emeric,” I asked when there was a bit of a lull in the conversation. We were making good time. People had a habit of getting out of our path. I guess a group of armed and armoured people in adventuring gear made most pedestrians move, which was okay I guess. “Your team is pretty strong, right?”

“Well, all of us are at least in our second tier, except for Donat. Arianne and I are just about to hit our second class evolution and neither of us are more zan twenty-five. We’re a bit ahead of ze curve.”

“That’s cool! I was wondering, maybe after lunch you could teach us some things?”

The grenoil looked at me quizzically. “What sorts of zings?” he asked.

“Ah, well…” I tapped the tips of my fingers together. “We tend to get into some trouble sometimes, and while we’ve won every fight that counted, some of them were really close. And I guess I’m sort of our party’s leader? Kinda? We never voted on it or anything, but Awen and Amaryllis and Orange all tend to follow along with my ideas. And I don’t want them to get hurt because I wanted to try something dumb.”

“You already sound like you’d make a good party leader,” Emeric said.

I beamed up at him. “Thanks!”

“As for training, we probably won’t stay in Port Royal past ze night and maybe into ze morning, but I can give you a few tips, I’m sure. Maybe a bit of sparring wiz Pierre? He’s quite good at fighting wizout injuring anyone. Don’t tell him, but Donat has been improving by leaps and bounds under Pierre’s tutelage.”

“That would be really nice,” I said. “Maybe after lunch we can pick out an inn or something with a big yard and you could give us tips? Oh, we’ll pay, of course, it wouldn’t be nice otherwise.”

“Maybe you can pay for Valerie’s portion of lunch and we’ll call it a fair deal,” he said. The glimmer of a smile in his eyes suggested that it was a bit of a trap, but I doubted Valerie could eat that much.

“Deal!”

We crossed the gate into the Eastern section without the guards doing anything more than glance at all of our Exploration Guild pins. Awen didn’t have one, but maybe they thought it was under the lapel of her jacket.

There weren’t that many guards by the gate, and the reason why became obvious a few blocks down where we ran into a cordon of guards blocking off the road leading down to Booksie’s shop.

“Sorry folks, can’t go that way,” one of the older guards said.

“Ah, but my friends are over there,” I said.

“Zere’s a dragon zere too,” the guard replied.

“Yeah, he’s one of my friends.”

The guard didn’t seem to believe me, but fortunately Emeric stepped in. “Ah, forgive me, sir, zis is Exploration Guild business. We need to scout ze area and ensure zat it is safe. Maybe you would like to go spy on ze dragon yourself?”

“Oh, I see,” the guard said. “In zat case you’re free to go ahead.”

“Thank you!” I said before hopping over the little wooden barrier they put up, then I pulled it aside for the rest of my friends who might not be so good at jumping.

We moved along until, finally, we reached the street with Booksie’s shop. I looked around, taking in the quaint homes and little shops, and most importantly, the complete lack of dragons in the area. “I’m going to go check inside,” I told the others while pointing to the bookstore.

“Do be careful,” Awen said.

“No problem!” I gave her a thumbs-up and tried the front door. It was unlocked.

The inside of Booksie’s shop looked a bit rough. Some of the displays had been broken, and there was a fine layer of dust over everything that had my nose scrunching up until I let loose with my Cleaning aura. That cleared up the dust around me, and also made the air smell a little fresher. I should have left it up the entire time.

My ears perked as I heard a deep rumbly voice from the back of the shop. It was a bit rude, but I decided to walk past all the shelves and into the area at the back of the store. There was a little kitchenette there, with a rune-stove and a tiny table with one one chair next to it. A door led to the backyard where the voices were coming from.

I poked my head out, then slapped a hand over my mouth to hold in an ‘aww.’

Rhawrexdee was sitting coiled up in as small a ball as he could, and even then he was pushing up against the fences all around him. His forearms were folded up before him and under his chin. Booksie was sitting there, a big book held up on her lap so that the dragon’s eye could read the text on it from between her ears. Ears that were bobbing from side to side as if they were happy.

The little bit of a flush on her face spoke volumes.

“Ah, yes, the word can mean that, but see, in that context it’s conjugated is in the past tense. That means it’s an entirely different word,” Rhawrexdee was saying.

“Oh, it’s a homonym, two words that are spelled the same?”

“That’s right. That’s what had you confused, I think.”

Booksie nodded hard, her ears smacked Rhawrexdee. “I see, I see. Did you want to continue? Please?”

“Certainly.” The dragon cleared his throat. “My only love sprung from my greatest adversary, my teeth shone, and my heart was at the ready. And yet her gaze melted my reservations, oh, to be free of these expectations! To have a heart which beats steady, under the regard of a beauty that evokes such—”

The dragon looked up, a single eye locked onto me.

I froze like a rabbit meeting a wolf, then I remembered that these were my friends. “Ah, hi guys, sorry for interrupting.”

Booksie jumped to her feet, patted down her pants, and slammed her book shut with a thump. “It was nothing,” she said.

“Of course not,” I agreed.

“So, you’re back,” Rhawrexdee said. “Is my sister with you?” His eyes narrowed.

“Nope! She’s decided to take over the local mob, so now you shouldn’t have any more problems with them, Booksie! Ah, but we discovered this great big conspiracy that might lead to a big war, so we’re going to stick our noses into that and see what we can do,” I said.

“Are the others with you?” Booksie asked.

“Uh-huh. And I found some old friends too! They’re a grenoil party from the Exploration Guild. They’re nice.”

“Well, let’s go meet with them, then,” Booksie said.

Rhawrexdee sighed and got to his feet, his tail swiping through the fence behind him and the clothes line behind that, but he didn’t seem to care much. “I’ll leap over your little shop,” he said a moment before taking to the air.

When the dust settled, I turned to Booksie with a big smile. “So, reading romances while sitting on your friend?” I asked.

“Oh, shush you,” she said past her flush. “Rhawrexdee was just helping me with some of the translations. I agreed to teach him the other languages I know in exchange.”

“Won’t that take a long time?” I asked.

The bun smiled a small, knowing sort of smile. “Yes, yes I think it will.”

I giggled as I followed her into the shop. “You’re going to start the store up again?”

“I think so. As much as I… enjoy Rhawrexdee’s company, I am an independent woman. I’m not going to move into my… my maybe-boyfriend’s mom’s cave just like that. I’ll see about buying some of the lots out back so he has a place to land and sit around in, and then, ah, I suppose I’ll have to look for a loan to get everything started again.”

“Do you think people will come if there’s a dragon around?” I hoped that the people around here weren’t so speciesist as to boycott a shop just because the owner was friends with a few dragons.

“It might actually help. It’ll at least make for a good deal of advertising,” she said. “What was that about a war?”

“Oh, right. Amaryllis can give you the important details, but we think someone is trying to start a big war between all the big countries around here. It sounds really nasty, so we’ll see what we can do to stop that from happening.”

“I wish you the best, truly.”

I stepped out onto the street to find the Exploration Guild party staring up at Rhawrexdee as if he was going to eat them at any moment. Which reminded me…

“Hey, Rhawrexdee, we’re going out for lunch, did you want to come?”

“Lunch? Certainly. I’m quite hungry. And also a dragon.”

I grinned. “Awesome! So, do any of you know of a good place to eat? The only place I know is the Rock Inn and Roll Inn. They do have a nice courtyard, so that might work.”

“Sounds good enough,” Amaryllis said. “I need a place to write some things, any place with tables would do.”

“Sounds good to me,” Booksie said. “Let me just lock things up.”

Emeric moved over to me while Booksie was off closing up the shop. “Ah, when you said zat you were friends wiz ze dragon, I, ah, didn’t zink you were being zat literal.”

“Well, we’re not super-best friends or anything, not yet, but Rhawrexdee is a nice guy under all the arrogance and the desire to eat people and take their gold. I think there’s a good chance that him and Booksie will work out!”

The older grenoil looked at me for a long moment. “You are one strange person, Broccoli Bunch.”

“Thank you!”


Chapter Sixty-Two

Eating Out

I walked into the Rock Inn and Roll Inn with a bunch of friends at my heels. The only ones that stayed behind were Pierre and Rhawrexdee. The Ranger because he wanted to keep an eye on the dragon, the dragon because he couldn’t fit in the inn.

“Julien!” I called to the big grenoil behind the counter.

He looked up, and in an instant his expression shifted to a huge, welcoming grin. “Little Broccoli! It’s been days! And look at how many new customers you bring zis old frog.”

I laughed and skipped over to the counter. “Hey, we’re all looking for some delicious lunch, and a place to eat it, preferably outside. Do you think we could order here and eat in your courtyard?”

“Of course you can! I wouldn’t take away the sun from such a pretty young woman. You should be enjoying the last of the warm weather before ze winter hits.”

Booksie stepped up next to me and curtsied a little. “Hello, sir,” she said.

“Booksie! I zought you were off, what wiz, well, you know.”

Booksie shook her head. “It’s all been handled. I made some very good friends who helped me out of my pinch.” She gestured my way with her ears. I was a little jealous of the control she had over them, mine tended to flop all over.

“I see, zat’s wonderful!”

“Ah, about my new friends. One of them has… an appetite. For meat. Lots of it.”

The grenoil nodded. “I’m sure we can arrange that.”

“No, no, I mean… lots of meat. A cartfull. Maybe two.”

Julien blinked. “Zat’s a lot of meat.”

“He’s a dragon,” Booksie said.

The grenoil shifted to look out the window where, on turning to look myself, a large scaly flank was visible, gleaming a bright blue as it reflected the sun’s light. “Ah,” Julien said.

“We don’t want to leave him out, that’s why I asked to eat outside,” I said.

“I… of course. Well, ah, place your orders and I’ll get right to it?” he asked.

I grinned. Knowing so many friendly people from all over was such a boon. “Thanks Julien!”

Soon enough, all of us were gathering in the courtyard tucked into the large ‘C’ of the Inn. It was a nice spot, with a couple of little tables and a big old tree that cast green shadows across clean-cut grass.

Amaryllis installed herself at the table so that she could write her letters and such while the rest of us mostly just flopped onto the grass. It was a nice day for just enjoying the bit of birdsong and the soft murmur of voices, the distant whistle of steaming pipes and the rattle of carts over cobbled roads.

Even Rhawrexdee seemed to appreciate the nice day. He laid down on his side with a crash that made the ground bounce. For all that he was a dragon, I couldn’t help but imagine a big dog laying onto its side on the grass.

Orange padded over to the dragon, then climbed up his side and flopped atop the huge creature to be in the position of maximum sun absorption.

I pushed my cleaning aura out as far as I could, wiping away the stink that such a big city without modern plumbing produced.

“Zat was a nice spell,” Arianne said.

“Thanks!” I said. “Hey, do you guys think we could do a bit of sparring and training?”

“Awa, I would love more help, Miss Arianne,” Awen said. “My glass magic is still not very good.”

Emeric shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, why not? Broccoli, you’re a melee-focused fighter?”

“I guess so? I do use some cleaning magic while fighting, and I really want to learn more magic, but so far it’s been slow going.”

“She’s not that bad,” Amaryllis said from her seat. She didn’t look away from the page she was scribbling on. “She catches on quickly.”

“Aww, thank you—”

“I think,” Amaryllis continued. “It’s because her brain is so empty, that there’s a surplus of room for things to fit into.”

I glared at my harpy friend.

“Don’t pout at me like that,” she said. “It makes you look as dumb as you are.”

“I wasn’t pouting, I was glaring!”

She snorted, and then some of the others joined in the laughter.

I slumped. Was it ‘make fun of Broc day?’

Emeric gestured over to Arianne. “Can you get us a couple of poles?” he asked.

The mage nodded and twisted a ring just like Amaryllis’ around. Some paper and a pen appeared and she wrote while pushing it up against her thigh. A moment later a pair of wooden staffs appeared on the soft grass before her.

Emeric got to his feet, picked one up, and flung it my way. The other he tossed to Donat. “Right. Up and at zem. You two can wail at each ozer for our entertainment. Donat, do try not to hurt ze girl zat’s chummy wiz ze dragon.”

“Um, alright,” the young grenoil said as he hopped to his feet. He twisted the staff around and held it by his side.

I did the same. I was pretty sure my Makeshift Weapons Proficiency wouldn’t work on a staff since it was… weapon-y. But that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t do my best!

“Oh, are you going to kill each other?” Rhawrexdee asked.

“Nope! Just practice so that we can both get stronger!” I said.

“Hrm. Not as entertaining. If you kill him by accident, I call dibs on the body.”

“Uh. I don’t think it’ll come to that,” I said. “Just wait a little bit, lunch will be arriving soon enough!” I twirled the staff around, fumbled it, then hugged it close instead of dropping it on the ground. Flushing a bit, I held it properly. “I’m ready!”

“So, I’m curious,” Emeric asked. “Where and when, exactly, did you pick up draconic?”

“Oh, I just kind of picked it up along the way,” I said.

Donat asked me if I was ready, then came in swinging. We had a quick exchange filled with the clacks and thumps of staff hitting staff. Donat wasn’t quite as flexible as I was, but he hit harder and could lunge forwards really well, his extra reach helped too.

I might have been spending too much time fighting thugs and such, because I was surprised by Donat’s technique more than once. Emeric kept an eye on the both of us, barking out advice about footwork, and ways to better hold the staffs to make use of their length.

I would have been a sweaty, stinky mess by the time the food came around if it wasn’t for my cleaning aura whisking away the sweat.

Julien delivered the food himself, with only one of the barmaids to help him, one of the tough looking girls that only balked at the dragon in our group for a moment before pushing on.

I found a spot to sit next to Amaryllis and was soon joined by Awen on my other side. “Are you guys having fun?” I asked.

“Ahh, yes!” Awen said. “Miss Arianne is a very good teacher. I think I can get my Glass Magic Manipulation up to apprentice rank in a few days if I practice really hard. I’ll have to find some proper spells though.”

“That sounds great!” I said.

Awen nodded, looking quite pleased with herself. “Miss Arianne said that my natural mana aspect will begin to shift a little towards Glass. I, I didn’t think I’d ever be able to become a proper mage like that. Um, and I can still be a mechanic. Though I haven’t been using those skills much.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Maybe we should find some small projects you can carry around? You could get some practice.”

“There’s another opportunity,” Amaryllis said. She looked very serious as she placed a letter before me. “Read.”

I pushed my lunch aside and picked up the letter, flattening it with my palm onto the table to remove the creases down its middle.

Dear Amaryllis,

I read your report. The timing was quite fortuitous as I was just arranging to send you a letter of my own. The events you’ve uncovered only scratch the surface of the troubles we’ve been having lately. It took a while before the number of coincidences started to add up towards something more than just unfortunately timed diplomatic incidents.

Someone is playing silly buggers with more than one nation, and it’s beginning to be a serious problem.

Which is why I wanted to contact you. The clan is sending a representative to the East to smooth over some of our difficulties. The diplomat is your cousin Fell. She’s competent enough, but I suspect that the news of our sending someone might be intercepted. That’s why I thought that, were you willing, you could act as a second, unannounced diplomat.

Your position in the family would remove any doubt as to your credibility.

Please write back as soon as you can. Things are beginning to move at a pace that we’re not comfortable with and time may be of the essence.

Your mother.

I finished reading the letter, a bit disappointed that there wasn’t more fluff and love in it and that it was all business, but then, it was a sort of business letter. “So, does this mean we’re going to the Nesting Kingdom next?” I asked.

“I can hardly ask that you come with me,” Amaryllis said.

I rolled my eyes, then leaned to the side until I was pressed up against Amaryllis. Then, for good measure, I pulled her into a hug. “As if I’d let you go alone,” I said.

Amaryllis huffed her ‘I want to look as if I don’t like this, but I actually do’ huff. “If you don’t want to come, perhaps I could entice you by introducing you to my sisters. And as for you, Awen, my home has some of the best mechanics and engineers in the world. They could certainly teach you a thing or two.”

Awen giggled a little lady-like giggle, then she pressed herself onto my other side and pulled Amaryllis even closer. “I think we would enjoy that,” Awen said. “But, but if Broccoli taught me anything, it’s that you should always look out for your friends.”

“You’re both idiots,” Amaryllis said, but she was flushed as she said it, the silly bird.

“I love you guys, you know that, right?” I asked, just to be sure.

“Awa,” Awen said.

“Don’t start, you moron. It’s too early for that kind of sickly sweet… stuff,” Amaryllis said. She was blushing a lot harder now. It was cute!

I sat up taller, still grinning for all I was worth. “So, when do we leave?”

“I think today is too soon,” Amaryllis said. “Booking a flight doesn’t sound feasible at this hour. But I think we could get one for tomorrow afternoon. Or we could teleport over.”

“Teleport?” I repeated. My ears went ramrod straight above my head.

Amaryllis rolled her eyes. “It’s far more expedient, and ruinously expensive. It’ll cost half a dozen gold to get us to Fort Sylphrot. But it would save us a day or two of travel time. And… I suppose I could defer the costs to the clan as a sort of expense.”

“That sounds awesome!” I cheered.

“We’ll see tomorrow,” Amaryllis said.

I nodded, then slid out of my seat. “I’m going to go tell the others. Booksie will have to handle the dragon siblings all on her own.”

“I suspect that she’ll manage just fine,” Amaryllis said. “That dragon will be whipped to shape in no time, I’m certain.”

I shook my head. Amaryllis had weird ideas about relationships. “I’ll be right back!”


Chapter Sixty-Three

Obvlivious

I woke up to something very soft and warm rubbing against the underside of my nose. Some blinking of grubby eyes—and a small application of cleaning magic to ungrub them—and I found myself staring at the soft brown stalk of a big bun ear.

Not one of mine, either. A glance to the side showed me Booksie sleeping across the bed, her limbs sprawled out every which way and her nightie exposing an amount of leg that would have been scandalous if the room had any boys in it.

As it was, we had rented a large room for the night and I convinced the others to push its two beds together into one big bed. It was a bit of a mistake.

Booksie took up enough room for three. Awen was cuddled up against my side, a leg over my tummy and one of my long ears in her mouth where she was nibbling cutely at it with little ‘aw aw aw,’ sounds.

A glance towards my feet revealed where all the blankets had gone. Amaryllis had appropriated them and made a sort of twisted nest which she was balled up within, head tucked under a wing.

I yawned, pulled a barely-responsive arm out from under Awen, and shifted a bit. I could have gotten up, but the effort involved was way too much. I did wiggle my ear until it slid out of Awen’s mouth and then I worked hard to ignore her sad ‘aww.’

The poor thing.

I shifted on the bed a little, then slid back to sleep.

When I woke up again it was to find the room bathed in blues and pinks. The floral-print curtains over the windows turned the soft morning light into a shifting gradient as a gentle breeze snuck past them.

Booksie was awake, but she was still flopped on her back, arms and legs spread out and eyes blinking up to the ceiling. A glance to my side showed Awen looking at me with a strange expression.

The shorter girl was sleeping high enough on the bed that it felt like she was a bit taller. She reached up a hand and carefully touched the tip of my nose. “It scrunches,” she said.

I think her brain might still have been half asleep.

I wiggled my nose under her finger, then grinned at the sleepy blinking she did. Things started to register in Awen’s head because her face started to glow a pretty red starting from her cheeks and racing all the way up to the tips of her ears.

Reaching up, I poked her nose. “Boop to you too,” I said.

“You’re all too loud,” Amaryllis said as she came out of her blanket nest like a chick looking for its mommy. Her head feathers were all pointing in different directions and she looked like a mess. “I’m taking a shower first,” she declared before stretching a long leg out and stepping off the bed.

I stretched too until my arms and legs wiggled with pent up stress, then flopped back down. “Time to get up!” I declared.

The next few moments were a flurry of activity as we got up, pushed the bed apart and started rooting around for clothes that had been flung to every corner of the floor and over the backs of chairs and such.

Then there was a rush for the bathroom and some grumbling as we all had to wait our turn for the shower. Sure, I could have blasted everyone with Cleaning magic, but there was a shower right there.

Half an hour after waking up, we were gathering outside of the inn after saying good day to Julien the owner.

Emeric and his crew from the Exploration Guild were all there too, having rented out a couple of rooms for themselves. The only person missing was Rhawrexdee, who had flown off to go sleep at his mom’s place. He did say he would be back though.

“Ah, I guess this is goodbye again?” I wondered.

Emeric grinned and nodded. “I suppose so. I expect we’ll meet again, or perhaps we’ll just hear of your many exploits. I’ve no doubt zat zere will be stories told about you.”

“Yeah, stories about ze harbinger of doom,” Pierre said.

I huffed at the ranger and shook my head. “I hope not. I just want to live a nice, quiet life with many friends,” I said.

For some reason they thought that was funny.

I turned to Booksie who also looked ready to set out. She, being quite a clever Bun, had brought some changes of clothes that had been left behind in her home, a smart pencil skirt and a nice blouse. She looked like a young librarian. I wondered how much of that was to appeal to Rhawrexdee.

It didn’t matter, not really, and I hoped her all the best. I extended my arms up towards her and waited for her to come into my hug. She didn’t disappoint, crashing into me with a giggle.

“I’m gonna miss you,” I said.

“And I’ll miss you,” Booksie said. “I have so many more things to teach you about being a bun, but I’m sure you’ll figure them out. You’re a clever bun.”

I grinned huge. “Thanks! I’ll do my best.”

We parted with a few more goodbyes and a bunch more hugs. Even Orange got some friendly goodbye pats on her noggin’.

We started to make our way down the main streets of Port Royal. “Ah, it’s just the three of us again,” I said.

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Amaryllis said. ‘As much as one of us is an idiot, the others are at least dependable and intelligent.”

I snorted and bumped my hip against Amaryllis. “Meanie,” I said. “We do make a pretty good team though. Plus we get to hang out some more, which is the best!”

“A-aw yes, yes it is,” Awen agreed. “I’m very happy that you kidnapped me, Broccoli.”

I nodded. “I’d do it again in a heartbeat!” I said. “We’re like the three musketeers, but without the muskets or the cool feathery hats.”

“I-I could maybe make a musket for you,” Awen said. “If you want.”

I imagined myself with a few pirate-y pistols and a tricorn. “I’ll think about it,” I said. I took in a deep breath and let myself idly follow Amaryllis’ lead as she guided us through the city. Our last little adventure had been quite the exciting thing. Fighting in a tournament, meeting a dragon, then meeting more dragons. Spending time making new friends from old acquaintances… it was a lot to take in, a lot of fighting and being afraid for my life and that of my friends.

In the end, though, we had survived all of our challenges and persevered through it all. And now… how close were our bonds of friendship?

Amaryllis was stomping ahead of us, looking serious and severe, but she had a little smile on and her eyes twinkled with mirth. She was happy.

Next to me, Awen was walking so close that our shoulders bumped every few steps. Looking down at her made her look up to me, and she smiled demurely, her cheeks rosey and plump, just demanding to be pinched.

Her life had been on track to become a miserable slog. Maybe she would have found some happiness along the way, but she was happy now. I think that I did the right thing.

And then there was my own happiness, a gushing well in my chest that felt like one of those veins of oil that bust out of the ground. I could hardly contain most of it. Fortunately, excess happiness just made me want to dance and hug people. No bad side-effects!

“Where’re we going now?” I asked a few minutes into our walk.

“The guild. You do recall that flower gathering mission of yours? You can hand that in while I go secure some transportation for the three of us over to the Nesting Kingdom.”

“We’re going to teleport after all?” I asked. That would be so cool!

“We’ll certainly try. If we can’t then we’ll need to find a flight over, which would take a few days. Fort Sylphrot is geographically close, but practically far.”

“Huh?”

Amaryllis pointed to the side of the mountain Port Royal was perched onto. “The fort is about as far from here as Deepmarsh is. That’s a day’s flight at most, winds willing. The problem is all the mountains. The weather around them is treacherous at best. Most airships can’t get the altitude to hover over the peaks, and the engines and crew freeze up if they get too high.”

“Ah, right, the air is thinner in the upper atmosphere, and a whole lot colder. I can see why that would be bad.”

She eyed me for a moment, then nodded. “That’s right. So a ship heading over to Fort Sylphrot needs to take a curving path through Deepmarsh airspace, or a meandering path through the various mountains. One’s slower than the other, but the risk is lesser.”

“So teleporting, then,” I said. “Why have airships if you can teleport anyway?”

“Do you know how many mages able to teleport there are in a place like the Nesting Kingdom?”

“Nope!”

“A hundred, maybe two. Most of those of a high enough rank and level that giving them the menial task of teleporting bulk goods would be plainly insulting. Some will work for guilds and teleport things for a fee. A large fee. Most mages that can do it are at a level where a few hours of their time and some mana replenishing potions is worth more than the average person’s monthly wage.”

“Yikes,” I said. “What about runes and such?” I gestured to a streetlamp that was glowing from within, a rune inscribed on a steel plate behind some glass providing the light.

“Incredibly tricky, with nowhere near the precision of a mage with a Skill. The Snowlands are supposed to have a large teleportation network in place for inorganic goods. If an iron ingot comes out a little bent at the other end, no one will cry over it. The same can’t be said about a person. The systems most banks use are quite similar, though smaller in scale, and a little more accurate. Though they have people with very particular skills working for them.”

“Very cool,” I said.

Awen nodded. “We don’t really have much of that in Mattergrove. Maybe in the capitol? But I only went there a few times, and always by carriage.”

“Wait, you travelled to the capitol?” I asked.

Awen nodded. “A few times,” she said. “With my family, to meet some important people. I never liked doing that. There are a lot of rules to remember, about bowing and addressing people the right way.”

Amaryllis hummed and slowed to a halt before the Mages Guild. “This is where I’ll leave you two.” She placed talons on hips and regarded me with narrowed eyes. “Though Awen does remind me. I’m going to need to give you a crash-course on proper harpy etiquette. I… don’t mind introducing you to my family and clan. You’re something of a friend, I suppose. But they might look down on you and your country bumpkin act.”

“I can behave,” I said.

“I doubt it.”

I crossed my arms. I could totally behave in polite company. “I did well enough with Awen’s family, and they’re nobles,” I said.

“You kidnapped their daughter.”

My cheeks warmed up a little. “I won’t kidnap you?” I tried.

Amaryllis seemed less than amused. “Idiot,” she said. “We’ll go over the very basics, like not talking while eating and not slouching so much. I don’t think there’s any chance that I’ll manage to teach you anything beyond that in however much time we have left here.”

“I’m not that bad. Right Awen?”

“Aw… Br-Broccoli is very enthusiastic and, ah, kind,” Awen said.

“Wait. Neither of those things have to do with etiquette,” I said.

Awen looked away. “She’s very nice. And, she’s polite?”

“Eh? I’m not that bad, right? I can be diplomatic!”

Amaryllis huffed. “Do you need a hug? The last thing I need is for you to make a scene.”

“I don’t make scenes,” I said.

“You orchestrated a date with a dragon in the middle of a small town the day after placing second in a combat tournament. Broccoli Bunch, you’re a walking scene-in-the-making.” She sighed. “I suppose it goes hand in hand with being a Riftwalker. We’ll handle it.”

I pouted and accepted the hug.

I wasn’t that bad, was I?


Chapter Sixty-Four

Hoping For a Better Tomorrow

Awen and I slipped into the Exploration Guild like a pair of mice aware that there was a cat waiting just around the corner.

Awen hadn’t seen much of the director, but what she did see was more than enough to spook the usually shy girl. Mathilde was scary like that.

Fortunately, the only person in the entrance hall this time was a grenoil secretary behind the front desk. The young woman looked up as we moved towards her. “We’re just here to deposit a quest,” I said.

“A quest? Do you mean a mission?” the lady asked.

“Ah, yeah,” I said. Quests were something else here. “We had a mission to scout out the location of some flowers and such in the area between Greenshade and Rosenbell. I have samples and a really cool map with flower types on it,” I said.

“The mission was handed from zis guild?” the lady asked.

“Ah, no, not really. We got it from the guild in Greenshade,” I said.

She nodded slowly. “In zat case, I can accept ze mission, but ze rewards will be held until we can confirm zat ze mission’s completion was to ze client’s satisfaction. Zat might take some days.”

“Darn,” I said. “Well, there’s nothing for it. Are there guild places in… Fort Sylphrot? That’s where we’re going next.”

“There is,” the lady said. “I can give you a voucher zat you can present zere. It will add a few days to everyzing, but you’ll receive your due payment in time.”

“That would be really nice,” I said. “I don’t know how much time we’ll be spending there, but it might be a couple of days.”

The secretary nodded. “Very well then, miss. I’ll need you to fill out zis form, and zen I can process your request.” She placed a sheet on the desk before me, then a nice pen with a calligraphy nib next to it.

I thanked her and started putting my samples and the map I’d gotten from the bees onto the desk. Then I started to fill out the form. It was mostly easy stuff, but I had to ask Awen for help with the dates and such. When it was done, I gave it to the secretary and smiled while I waited.

“Ah, Miss,” The secretary said. She looked a little uncomfortable. “I can’t read zis language.”

I took the form and looked it over. My handwriting was a bit sloppy, especially where I had fun drawing little smileys in all the loopy letters, but it was still readable. Then it clicked. I was writing in English, and the common language here was… whatever.

“Oh no,” I said. “I’m so sorry! I forgot I’m using translation magic. Um. I don’t know how to write the local language.”

“Awa,” Awen awa’d for the first time since arriving. “I can help you. I don’t mind being your secretary.”

“Really?” I pulled her into a hug. “You’re the best!”

The second form handed over was a lot more readable, probably. Awen’s handwriting looked neat and tidy, though I had some sort of gimmicky thing turning it to English, so for all I knew it could be totally sloppy.

I thanked the secretary, then waited next to Awen for her to return with a voucher. It was a bit chilly in the waiting room, so I pulled Awen in for some recreational cuddling. She was just short enough that if I stretched onto my tippy-toes I could plop my chin atop her head.

Awen must have been cold too, because she pressed into the hug with a content little ‘awww’ sound.

And then the secretary returned with a grim-faced director Mathilde and a chunk of my good mood evaporated. I pulled back from Awen and faced the director while trying to tamp down my nerves. “Hello,” I said.

“Good morning, Miss Bunch,” she said. “Miss Bristlecone.”

Awen tensed up too. We shared a look and both knew that could be in a heap of trouble. “How are you doing?” I tried.

The director scoffed. “I doubt you’re here for pleasantries.”

“No, we’re just here to hand in a mission. Really, that’s it.”

She eyed us, then looked to the secretary who gave her our report. “So you are. Well, perhaps it’s fortuitous that you’ve come.” Her attention fell onto Awen like a sack of rice falling from the heavens. Awen made herself smaller. “Your parents have hired the guild to find, and return you. There’s a sizable reward on the line.”

“You can’t take Awen,” I said as I pulled my friend back and placed her behind me. I didn’t know how strong the director was, but I had to assume she was around Abraham’s level, which meant… that was bad. Still, Awen didn’t deserve to go back to her parents and I wouldn’t let this woman take her just like that.

“I also,” she continued. “Received a letter, and a bottle of wine, from Abraham, telling me to leave things alone. That Awen was probably in good hands.”

I nodded. “She is! I mean, she almost died a few times, and we were in a lot of danger a few others, but she’s uh, grown a lot. Please don’t take Awen away.”

“I, I don’t want to leave Broccoli,” Awen whispered next to me.

Mathilde sighed. “Why do you always make me feel like some sort of villain, Miss Bunch?”

“Um.”

“No, nevermind that. I suppose it comes from being what you are.”

“A, um, perfectly ordinary girl?” I tried.

She didn’t look amused. “A Riftwalker. And a troublesome one, at that.”

I felt a chill running down my back. My mouth worked, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

“I’ll be watching your career with interest,” Mathilde said. “Your sort tends to burn bright. I just hope that fire doesn’t start an inferno, or that it doesn’t get doused too early.” She shook her big froggy head. “You two be careful. Bad times are stirring up.”

I swallowed. “We’ll do our best to make them better,” I said.

She huffed, then made a dismissing gesture with a hand. I didn’t need to be told twice. Pulling Awen after me, I skedaddled half-way out the room, then ran back to get my backpack.

On reaching the outside of the guild, we found an impatient Amaryllis tapping her talons on the ground. “About time,” she said.

“Amaryllis!” I said before crashing into her with a hug. “Director Mathilde almost second-kidnapped Awen, and then she found out I was a Riftwalker.”

Amaryllis stared at me. “And she let you go? Both of you?”

We nodded.

“Then she’s an idiot. Let’s not spit in our fortune’s eye.” The harpy pushed me off, then started fixing her feathers. “I have arranged for teleportation over to Fort Sylphrot this afternoon. That leaves us nearly five hours before it’s time to leave.”

The change of subject caught me flat-footed, but my mind caught up soon enough. “Okay? So we get lunch and wait?”

“World no. You don’t teleport on a full stomach. I was thinking, rather, we go do a little bit of shopping. Nothing too extravagant. Your clothes are… nice enough, I suppose, but they’re ill-suited to the more prestigious Fort.”

I nodded, a grin coming on strong. “That sounds nice. I’ve been wearing the same panties for two weeks now.”

Awen stepped away and Amaryllis looked at me as if I’d just gotten on all fours and started licking the pavement.

“I have Clean!” I defended myself.

“Disgusting,” Amaryllis said. “Come. We’re buying you a wardrobe.” She hugged Orange—who had gone with her so that she wouldn’t be alone—close to her chest and stomped off with a huff.

“Where am I going to put it?” I asked.

“If you can’t even fit some unmentionables in your backpack then you need to relearn how to pack,” said the Harpy who didn’t carry a bag because she had a banking ring.

I protested the entire way down to the main road, but my protests fell onto deaf ears, and Awen was too busy breathing hard from the walk to leap to my defence.

Amaryllis led us across a boulevard and into a shopping district with a few stores. “You’ll need something suitable for presenting yourselves in polite company. Don’t worry. I’ll be stowing it myself. World knows you’d find a way to lose it between now and this evening.”

My curiosity was piqued. “What is harpy fashion like?”

“High fashion? I have no clue. I’ve been gone for over a month, so all I know is likely outdated. But there are some staples that are always respectable. Usually lighter clothes, flowing pants that are very loose fitting, with some sort of large scarf or pelt to ward off the cold.”

“Do you wear skirts?” I asked. “I’m not too fond of pants.”

“We can fly, at least short distances,” Amaryllis said. “It would be the height of impropriety to wear a skirt. Not to mention the wind around most of the cities and estates around the Nesting Kingdom. You’ll just need to get used to pants.”

I shrugged. “When in Rome,” I said.

“Where’s Rome?”

“Ah, nevermind.” I waved the question off. “So, what about colours?”

“When I left, the trend was to wear darker colours. Blacks, greys, browns. I don’t think that has changed so soon. No patterns. Those were left behind last winter, and I won’t have you looking like more of a bumpkin than you are.”

“I’m okay with anything, I guess,” I said. “As long as it’s not revealing or uncomfortable.”

Amaryllis grinned at me. “Usually you’d be trying to wear less, not more. At least, that was my sister’s advice when it came to catching a beau. Trust me, she would know. The woman goes through bachelors faster than most outgrow a batch of feathers.”

I snorted and followed her into the first shop on the road. “I’m not looking for a beau,” I said. “What about you, Awen?”

“M-me? Awa, no, no I’m not looking for any boys.”

I nodded. “See. Bunch of celibate old prudes is what we are.”

Amaryllis shook her head and surveyed the shop. For the most part, clothes in this world, at least, in the very few shops I’d seen, came in two varieties. Pre-made things magicked to fit the first person that wore it, and custom-made clothes made by someone with tailoring skills.

We were looking for stuff of the pre-made variety, which didn’t actually leave that many options.

It was rather obvious that the whole mass-production thing hadn’t entirely caught on. There were some clothes that all matched, but those were very simple things, probably meant to be worn by workers and the lower-middle class. It was good enough for me, but Amaryllis didn’t seem pleased by anything in the first two shops.

For all that Amaryllis grew increasingly frustrated by the lack of ‘proper ladies garb’ I still had a blast. Awen was quick to play the doll whenever we wanted to see how something would look, and I got to try on a few nice outfits for my friends too.

Even Amaryllis, who at first declined to try anything because she had a proper wardrobe in storage, eventually relented and tried a few colourful blouses on.

In the end, we left having spent more time than money, and with only a few little things to show for it.

“We’ll have to go looking through the stores in Fort Sylphrot,” Amaryllis declared.

“More shopping!” I said.

Amaryllis didn’t seem averse to the idea.

We took our time on the way back, enjoying the sun and the gusty autumn winds. I hoped that the peace we had now wasn’t fleeting.
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