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         Mary was thinking of pints and shots when she walked into her usual haunt, a sports bar on the outskirts of a town which is itself on the outskirts of a city. The bar was a tiny building that had been renamed and reappropriated so many times it didn’t even have a name anymore. It was out of the way. If you didn’t know where it is, you might never find it at all.



The bartender, a failure at twenty (that was twenty years ago) who worked two jobs to feed herself and her mortgage, reached for the raspberry flavored vodka when she saw Mary walk in. Mary waved her off. 



“What’s wrong?” the bartender asked. 



“I ain’t drinking tonight,” Mary said. “Gotta keep a clear head for tomorrow.”



“Got a hot date?”



Mary sighed. “I wish. Yard sale. Selling some furniture. You should stop by.”



The bartender made a noncommittal noise. “I haven’t seen you since you came in with that one guy from the city. The cute one.”



“If you remember his name, don’t you dare say it.”



“That bad?”



“You have no earthly idea.”



“Well, I guess you’ll find another. You still on tinder? Just beep boop beep, ding--” She imitated a microwave oven. “New man. I got a match the other week. He was twelve years younger than me. Holy shit.”



Mary settled slowly into one of the dozen ratty barstools. Her eyes floated to the TV in the corner, which was playing reruns of some football game, then returned to the bartender. “That’s not for me anymore.”



“What, you like girls now?”



“Get bent. I just can’t be doing that throwing myself around game anymore.” Her eyes drifted again. “Hurts too much.”



The bartender poured Mary a glass of water. The place smelled vaguely of cigarette smoke, though she knew no one has smoked in here since the law was changed five or six years ago. Now all the smokers migrated outside to do their filthy business. They were supposed to stay eight feet away from the door. Unless it was raining, they generally complied.



“I was kinda hoping there’d be more people here,” Mary said. She put the plastic cup to her lips and gauged the taste. Bar water always tasted funny to her, but before tonight she just ignored it. Now her mind wandered to vague memories of radio talk show hosts ranting about all the weird chemicals you could find in your water. “Is this well water?”



The bartender shrugged. “Got it from the tap. I can sell you a bottle if you don’t like it.”



Mary shook her head. The taste of water was one more thing to add to the list of new worries. The list was long, and she was forgetful. That was equally worrisome. The list itself was making the list. Maybe she did need a drink after all.



She stood up suddenly. That thought was unforgivable. She promised herself three weeks ago to give it up. Looked herself straight up in the mirror and swore to herself and God that for the next nine months, not a single fluid ounce of poison would pass her lips. In or out. 



Mary said to the bartender, “I should go. Sorry for not buying anything. I just wanted to let you know about the yard sale.”



“Remind me again, what’s the occasion?”



“I’m moving out. Gonna get a job downtown.”



The bartender made a face. “You thinking of moving down there? It’s awful pricey.”



“I’ve already found a place. I just need to get some more money saved between now and my move-in date. Peace of mind money.”



“I guess I can’t blame you. I’d love some peace of mind money.”



The bartender’s thoughts rang in Mary’s ears as she walked towards her car. Bars were palaces built to peace of mind. If not there, where else could it be found?








Mary got a weird feeling about garage sales. When she was little, she had to sell a bunch of her toys one summer to help keep the family afloat. Mostly it was things she didn’t really play with anymore, but she felt a strong attachment to those molded plastic barbie dolls. She spent the whole day locked inside her room, unable to bear the endless parade of cars rolling slowly down the street, faces peering out from behind the glass like hawks. All those strangers rifling through her stuff--it felt like she had been tricked somehow. Like she had helped a robber move her stuff into the getaway van.



Lots of things had changed since then, the most significant being she couldn’t lock herself in her room this time, lest someone help themselves to her unwatched stuff. In fact, she kept both doors of her single-story boomer bungalow locked just to keep herself outside. A single lawn chair rested next to the concrete slabs of her driveway. She could rest there periodically. 



She got a few offers for the chair, none of which are worth the trouble. That chair was worth its weight in gold.



It was Saturday, so the neighborhood kids were running around in the yards or playing on their parents’ phones on shaded porches. Once, while a pair of tired-looking parents from out of town rifled through Mary’s worldly possessions for the best bargain, their child detached itself from its mother’s leg and walked over to Mary. 



“Is all this yours?” it asked.



“Yep,” Mary answered uneasily. She looked at the furniture lined up in the grass, the plastic bins of clothes, the plates and silverware--anything but the child. 



“How’d you get so much stuff?”



“Took awhile. I used to have a good job. I was lucky.”



“What’s luck?”



She chuckled. “Hell if I know.”



The kid frowned. “What’s Hell?”



Mary went wide-eyed and clamped her mouth shut. It was a shameful thing. Her first time teaching a child something she shouldn’t, and it’s some stranger’s ankle-biting nosy little monster of a child. 



Mary said, “It’s nothing. You want to look at some toys? Got some toys you’d like.”



The child shook its head. “Got any games?”



“Games? Yeah, I got uno and some board games in that bin there.”



“Got any games on your phone?” the child clarified.



Mary couldn’t help but wonder if kids were like this all the time. She busied herself with unstacking some boxes, if not just to deter any more questions. It was only ten in the morning. She still had a long day of robberies to go.



The neighbors got curious and walk over around noon. The sun was hot overhead, so hot that even the shadows on the ground got burned away. 



The neighbors made some polite jokes and tried not to make judgey eyes. It’s easy to judge someone by their garage sale. But everyone’s been there before. Either they need the money or they need the space.



Still, Mary could feel a little bit of judgement. It’s only natural, she told herself, and plowed on ahead with the pleasantries. 



When she mentioned she’s leaving, her next door neighbor recoiled. Her name was Tam. She was an older woman. A failure at twenty (and that was forty years ago). Heavy. Bought a lot of fast-food subs because she thought they were healthy. Every party she’s ever hosted or attended, she would brought a big platter of party subs. She hovered next to them and took the lion’s share. That was the kind of person she is.



“I had no idea you were moving,” said Tam. Mary couldn’t tell if she was serious. “Where to?”



“Into the city,” Mary said. “It’s all worked out. The apartment I got is furnished. Kitchen’s stocked. I’m the only thing they were missing.” She shrugged. “Now they got me.”



“Oh, that’s good. You always took me as a yard type though. Don’t you think you’ll miss having a yard?”



“There’s a park nearby. Shouldn’t be so bad.”



Tam scoffed. “Parks in cities are dangerous. How big’s your apartment?”



Mary was already done with this conversation. She hoped the kid from earlier would come back and throw a fit. Anything to break up this conversation. Still, she soldiered on. “Six hundred square feet.”



“Oh dear. And how many people.”



“A hundred, just about.”



Tam clicked her tongue. “There are a hundred people on this street. Imagine puttin’ em all in a box. I’d want to roll up and die.”



“Good thing you’re staying here then,” Mary said.



“I suppose so. But I’ll give you one thing. I’ll bet whatever apartment you wind up livin’ in has great access to public services. Like hospitals. For--you know. You’ll need to be close to a hospital when the time comes. You can just run up the street and--ding, congratulations.” 



Tam chuckled to herself and wandered off. Mary seized the opportunity to return to her chair, which she noticed was being eyed up again. No amount of money in the world could make her part with that chair. Not when there was still six hours until she shut the sale down.








Once things wound down, Mary moved all her unsold junk back into the house and stacked it in the living room. None of her neighbors offered to help. She couldn’t blame them--those boxes looked heavy.



The last thing to move was the one sofa she hadn’t managed to sell. It took some haggling, but she managed to get it through the door and into the front hall, where she promptly collapsed onto it. Whoever bought this house after her would just have to deal with the couch themselves. Come Hell or high water, this couch was gonna stay where it was. She could work around it. Damn the couch. Damn the house. Damn the front hall.



This day hadn’t turned out how she imagined at all. 








How long she laid there, it was difficult to tell. When she got back to her feet, the sun was setting. She unshuttered the back windows so she could watch it go down, turned on some lights, and set about making some dinner. 



She flinched when she opened the fridge. Sitting next to the canned tuna and mayo and lettuce and cheese was a bottle of red wine. She must have missed it in her sweep of the house last week. She had gotten the whiskey in the freezer and the beer in the closet. But she missed the wine. 



All of a sudden the hunger returned worse than ever. Still, she forced herself to open the fridge again and pull something out. She wound up with just the lettuce and the mayo. Not great, but she could work with it. Together with some bread and turkey jerky from the cabinet, she had a sandwich.



She sat indian-style on the living room floor, surrounded by boxes. The first half of the sandwich went down without making any dent in her hunger.



Though Mary was pretty sure her body needed food, she couldn’t help but put her sandwich down and make her way towards the fridge again. Everything in her mind started turning around that bottle. One drink couldn’t really hurt, could it?



She stopped herself halfway to the fridge and rapped her knuckles on the countertop. Not happening. She returned to the remaining half of her sandwich. When that was gone, she wound up in front of the fridge again. 



This time she cursed out loud and returned to the living room to sit on a pile of boxes and stare at the wall. She knew she’d break sooner or later. She always did. Stupid girl. She always broke. 



Again, she walked to the fridge. This time she opened it up and took the bottle out. The glass was dark green, and the liquid inside looked black as night. The bottle opener was in the drawer beside the fridge where it always was. One drink. One drink to take the edge off. One drink to complete the cycle and start this whole wretched ride over again.



Mary snapped. She stormed out the front door, bottle in hand, and flung it into the recycling bin. A satisfying sound of shattered glass tickled her ears. 



Suddenly she wasn't so hungry anymore. Just tired. Impossibly tired. 



She had already packed up the bedding, so she settled down to sleep on the couch in the front hall. 



In that moment, she had never felt so alone. She had no family to help her. No real friends to speak of. The neighbors were accessories to the houses they lived in. It hardly felt worth her time to worry about them when she already had so much to worry about herself. And her new family on the way.



She touched her belly where the bump would form. Her child’s name would be June. She may not matter to the world any more than Mary did, but that was the beauty of it too. If they didn’t matter, they could do anything. Soon they would be in a city. Making real money. No more scraping by. No more bars--at least for awhile. All that drinking money would go to a better cause. Every week she would think about going to the bars, count the drinks she almost ordered in her head, then transfer the money she would have spent to June’s new college fund.



So the habit could prove useful after all.
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         He’s on an Adventure!

      
      

      

      
      
         “Father,” I asked, “Tell me again of how our people stole the Well from the Gods.”



He turned his head, admonishing me with a hard stare. “I have told you before not to call it that, Ithilis. It is a mere part of the greater Well. You know this.”



“Yes Father.” I lowered my head, chastised.



He huffed a sigh, amusement colouring his tone. “Very well. I suppose you have worked hard today. Help your brothers put the children to bed, and I will tell you.”








The wind whistled across the gleaming plain ahead. Far in the distance he could see his first destination, rising up through the bright paths of the dead. He stood, silent, for just a moment—and then lowered his head, forging onwards.



The great, empty expanse that separated the traveller’s home from the world beyond was an intimidating thing. Not one of his people had ever found its edge—or at least, none had returned to tell the tale of it. A seemingly endless terrain of bleached-bone white, broken only by the grooved grey tracks he followed, stretching out in perfectly uniform lines to the horizon. The tracks wore on his weary feet—although they seemed to be made of a coarse, grey sand, they were unchanging and immovable, as if frozen in time.



No one knew what wondrous hands had made these paths, or how; some said it was the Gods themselves, forging the land so that their people might rule it, while others claimed their ancient forebears had used arcane arts to bend the terrain to their will. Whatever the true answer, that knowledge was far beyond them now. He could no more understand this place than he could the changing of the day into night.



And so, as the paths to the Afterworld tilted ever higher with the breaking of the day, the traveller walked on.








“Maybe they’re guards. Like ours.”



Narayah snorted. “That’s stupid. You’re stupid, Ithilis.”



“No no, hear me out! They keep watch, make sure that the Enemies cannot enter. There must be a reasons the paths shut at night; maybe the Gate is vulnerable. So the Gods set guards.”



His friend cocked his head, considering. “I suppose,” he said slowly, “it’s not entirely impossible. But I don’t think it’s right.”



I frowned. “Well, what’s your great idea then!”



“It’s like the Plateau. It looks smaller when it’s further away, right? Maybe the Afterworld does too. And we can only see bits of it.”



I considered this for a while. Below us, the last few workers made their way Home. Beyond us, the world was silent.



“Huh.”



Neither of us spoke again. We simply stared out through the Gate at the flickering lights beyond.








The wind did not whistle anymore—it howled. The sound did not bother him. He had been climbing for so long that the howl of the abyss above and below was just a dull roar, background noise. Worse by far was the cutting, flitting cold. He paused, exhaling. The puffy could hovered for a split-second between his face and the wall, before another icy burst swept it away. He chanced a look upwards—nothing. The unnaturally flat cliff edge receded into the clouds, out of sight and reach. A look downwards almost showed the same in reverse. If he squinted, he could just make out the pale lines of the path he had walked across the plain far, far below.



Gritting his teeth, he began to pull himself up again.








“Come my son, hurry! Or we’ll be late again, and I for one have no wish to be scolded by your mother today.”



I stumbled slightly, my leg catching on the rough terrain, and my father slowed a little. He turned to me, an apology on his face.



“Careful now. I think I’ll get a worse lecture if I don’t bring you back in one piece!”



I put on a burst of speed, drawing alongside my father with a huff. I was five, I didn’t need to be babied anymore!



Unfortunately, I was focused more on keeping up than looking where I was going. I stumbled again, my cheeks puffing in indignation as my father chucked slightly, catching me by my torso without missing a single step. As I nursed my wounded pride, we rounded a corner and slowed to a trot as Home came in sight.



From the outside, it did not look like much. A roughly hewn crack in the white stone wall that ran some ten times my height, the entrance resembled a cave more than a true dwelling. But inside…



“Khalil! You’re cutting it a little fine today!”



My father laughed. “What, did you miss me? How sweet.”



The guard chuckled, waving an arm lazily. “Alright, head in you old rogue. And your brat too!”



Still laughing lightly, my father steered me inside. As we stepped through the opening, a part of me relaxed that I hadn’t known was there. I sighed, looking around with a smile.



Thousands of our people hurried back and forth, across walkways and bridges, slipping through hidden alcoves and alleyways, ducking into tunnels and down narrow stairways. The world outside was harsh and barren, but Home was… safe.



I started as a warm limb rested on my back. I looked up into the kind eyes of my father, scrunched up in a smile.



“It’s good to be back, isn’t it?” he said warmly. “Now, let’s go find your mother.”








It had taken many hours, but at last the climb was over. And yet it had all been for nought.



The traveller looked out with something close to despair at the landscape before him. The pretty, intricate patterns that swirled across the land did little to help his mood—had his quarry been here, he would have seen far less of them. It seemed the gods did not want their Gift to be given so easily this day.



He was weary, and he had far to go. Best to camp a while, and move on when rested. And if he had to sleep somewhere outside of Home, well, he could have picked worse places.



The Plateau was beautiful. He had heard older folk speak of it before; young workers, dreamily wishing to see the great sights of the outside world again, and a solemn reverence that came over the veteran guards. But until now, he had now understood.



The world below was nothing more than a splash of whites, browns and greys. It seemed so small from such a great height. And across from him, a grander sight still. 



Closer now than ever before, the dull glow of the Afterworld shone through the Gate, the paths of the dead rising up and away from mortal lands. The end of the day was coming round, and soon it would be night—the first he had seen since he was a child. He only prayed that he might finish his task before the light faded.



But while the Gate’s splendour was a humbling thing indeed, the traveller found his gaze drawn to the glint of metal, hanging just below it. A wonder that he had heard of so many times throughout the years, but never seen for himself, his true prize.



The Well of Dreams.








“Malika! I have returned—and brought your son back alive, to boot.”



My mother was surrounded by my many siblings, their shouts and cries forming a familiar, discordant din. A maid fussed at her shoulder, but she ignored the distraction, turning to face us with smiling eyes. “You make it sound like such a challenge, Khalil. Maybe I should come out there with you next time, see what all the fuss is about.”



My father smiled. “Well now, that would hardly be fair! You are beautiful enough in here, my love. If you were to be graced by the light, why you’d put all the wonders of the world to shame, and then where would we be?”



My mother laughed, reaching down to pick up one of my youngest brothers, cradling him gently. “Oh shush, you old charmer.” She looked to me, her mirth shifting to concern, but suffused with the love I knew so well. “And you, Ithi? How was it?”



I beamed back at her. “It was incredible, mother!”



Some of the tension bled from her frame. “I’m glad—you’re still so young, I worried it might be too early for you to see the outside. I suppose I just worry too much.”



“I saw the gleaming plain! And father showed me the way to the Source, and I got to see the Plateau of Plenty, and-”



My excited chatter faded into the hum of my siblings chatter, as my mother listened with an indulgent smile.








When he awoke, the light had sunk a little lower, and the bright paths had passed a little higher.



It did not take him long to pack up—he had brought enough supplies for the journey, and to carry his prize back with him, and nothing else. There was no need for it. Shouldering his pack, he began the long walk to the Well.



Hours ticked by as he steadfastly continued on his way. The journey was not hard: up here, the dangers of the great plains that he had travelled all his life were far away, never venturing up into the heavens. But to make it he would have to cross the vast expanse of the Plateau in its entirety, into the strange domain of the gods, and then past that at last to the Well.



Time passed.








Mother stiffened, alert, then relaxed with a laugh. “I think someone is here to see you, Ithi."



A familiar face poked around the corner. “Narayah!” I bounded over to my oldest friend. “I went out!”



The anticipated awe, sadly, did not come. Narayah scoffed. “I know, stupid.” But despite his cutting words, he could not hide the excited gleam in his eyes. “Well?”



I smirked, in what I thought was a sly manner. “Well what?”



He rolled his eyes impatiently. “Well, how was it?”



I grinned at him. “Amazing.”








The Gods were strange beings. Fickle and inscrutable. That he was here at all was proof of it—if there was a pattern for where they left the Gift, a reason why, no one of the people had yet seen it. 



And these structures…



No one knew what they were for. Legends spoke of how the great, gleaming edifice he walked past now had once been a source of the Gift, but the truth of that tale was lost to time. Certainly, it had not done anything in generations. Another that he had passed a while back, coloured the sickly red of blood, was known to make a terrible screech at the turn of the night into day. He was too young to remember the last time it had sounded, but his oldest siblings spoke of an unearthly noise with haunted eyes.



But, the traveller reflected, they must surely have a purpose. And a grand one, no less—after all, among their number was his final destination.








I had whiled away more than a few hours regaling my friend with my grand and not-so-grand exploits of the day, but eventually he had to leave. Exhausted but happy, I lazed in the central hall and wondered what to do.



“...to go up there one day, just like everyone else. Better prepared than sheltered; the Gods do not smile on the idle, my love.”



I perked up. Father was talking about me!



“He’s still so young! There are others who can go, and-”



“The Well is running dry, Malika. You know what that means.”



There was a moment of silence.



“..Yes.” My mother was whispering now. If I hadn’t been listening, I would never have heard her. “But I wish it was not so.”



Movement, closer and-!



I did my best to look innocent, and not as if I had been listening in, as my parents entered the hall. Mother continued through, no doubt to tend to my siblings, but my father lingered. He seemed troubled.



I hesitated.



“Father,” I asked, “Tell me again of how our people stole the Well from the Gods.”








It hung, shining and bright, over the Silver Abyss. The sight almost defied words; he had never seen anything so otherworldly. It looked so alien, and yet so strangely beautiful, that he almost wanted to reach out and touch it—but the Abyss was more than enough to bring him back to his senses.



If the Well possessed an alien beauty, then the Abyss possessed an alien terror. Gleaming with the same silvery, metallic glow as the Well, it was nothing more or less than the name suggested. An abyss, a great chasm from which there was no escape. The ultimate safeguard, the best protection the Gods could give against anything that might steal the purest waters.



He suppressed a shiver. Reluctantly, he tore his eyes away. As much as he wished to gaze at this wondrous sanctuary for longer, if he did not return with the Gift before the light gave out, he would be the first in generations to fail at a duty passed down, father to son and father to son.



No one was sure why the Gift sometimes appeared by the Well. The Gods reasons were unknowable—it was better not to question them. Sure enough, the great curve of the Gift’s vessel was clearly visible on the other side of the well; all the traveller had to do was walk around. Determined, and almost at the goal he sought, he set off.








Long ago, when the Gods had crafted the great shining Afterworld but had yet to build the Gate, and our people were barred from the shining paths of the dead, they looked down at us from far above and took pity.



And so the Gods convened, as they had done at the beginning of all things, and discussed among themselves how they might bring some relief to the people.



One proclaimed; “I will lavish them with a great Gift of food, the fruits of the heavens themselves.” And so that god forevermore gave the Gift to the people.



Another said; “I will build them a Gate, that they might join us in paradise when their labours are ended.” And so that god built the great Gate, and forevermore chartered the paths of the dead.



There was much rejoicing among the Gods, for they believed that such boons would give the people much relief.



But one god stood silent, gazing down upon the land.



She whispered; “I will make them a Well, that they might know the purest water. I will build an Abyss, that it might be protected from the unworthy. And then they will know dreams, and their souls will be unchained.”



And so that god made the Well, and the people knew dreams, and they were set free.








Hauling himself over the edge of the vessel, the traveller gazed with triumph at the bounty spread out before him. While the stock provided by the Source would feed his people, the strange and wondrous foods that came with the Gift were a luxury unlike any other; and luxuries were few and far between for his people.



He moved forward to begin collecting what he could, when he felt a vibration, buzzing through his feet and the very land itself.



His eyes widened and he straightened up, stiffening. Slowly, disbelievingly, he turned to face the empty sky.



Striding out of the clouds, ponderous and slow but stretching up high, higher than the plateau he stood on and higher than he could ever hope to see, covered in strange patterns and colours, changing in texture from one limb to the next.



Not for a hundred generations had the Gods walked. And now, somehow, there was one here.



He stared, overtaken by a strange, hungry fascination, unable to look away. With great deliberation, the god lifted up a strange, clear vessel—and opened up the Well of Dreams.








I listened with rapt amazement. I had heard the story a hundred times, but each time it seemed new to my ears.



“Many seasons passed, and one day a great warrior was born among the people. So great were his exploits, and so numerous his victories, that the Gods themselves chose to speak to him.



“They greeted the warrior and asked; “Is your blade sharp enough to meet any challenge? Is your mind cunning enough to face any foe?” And the warrior, unbending, answered; “Yes.”



“The Gods wished to test the warrior, and so they said; “Go fight the enemies of your people, until you have slain a hundred and one deadly warriors, and return when the night has turned to day.



“And so the warrior went forth, and slew a hundred and one of the great Enemies, and returned to the Gods when the night had turned to day.



“The Gods wished to test the warrior again, and so they said; “Build a home for your people, that they may live at peace, and return when the day has turned to night.



“And so the warrior went forth, and built the Home of his people, stalwart enough to last a thousand generations, and returned to the Gods when the day had turned to night.



“The Gods were pleased with the warriors prowess, and wished to reward him. But they could no agree who should give the warrior their favour, and so they fell to squabbling, and the land grew dark and the people shook with fear.



“The warrior was afraid, and went to leave, but a voice stopped him; “Great warrior, go to the Well and take a little of the purest water. If you should pass this final test, your reward will be great.””








A great rumbling, like the purr of some great, distant beast, came up from under the ground—and then with a gushing roar, water boiled up out of the Well. 



Despite himself, the traveller moved closer. To be so close to a god was terrifying, a confrontation with his own mortality if there ever was one, but strangely exhilarating too. And he could not pass up the opportunity to see the Well of Dreams, open for the first time in living memory—longer, even.



He gazed up at the rushing spray, tumbling down into the vessel and past it into the great Silver Abyss.



All too soon, it was over. The god gestured, and with a creaking groan the Well juddered to a stop, the flow of water slowing to trickle, and then nothing at all.



The god lifted the vessel high, high up into the heavens, beyond the clouds and out of site. Just as slowly as before it turned, the paths of the dead curving around the great beings path, and with the same terrifying majesty with which it had arrived, left.



The traveller remained where he was. Long after the god left, he remained trembling, in awe at his close brush with divinity. A few minutes that seemed more like an eternity later, he slowly stood. He was not sure when he had fallen to his knees. He was not sure it really mattered. He looked around—and froze.



There, not feet away from him, was a small pool of water. Barely enough to be called a puddle. It seemed that a little of the great spray of water from before had been flung outwards, far enough to reach him. Hardly a drop of the great Well.



But that small drop was miraculous to his eyes. That clear vessel—even when filled with water, it had stayed clear. Water came in all colours and clearness, yes. But he had never seen water that flawless.



Purest water.



For a long moment, he sat there, staring down at the droplet of a god’s bounty. 



“Come on Ithilis,” he muttered to himself. “Don’t mess this up.”



Then, before he could think better of it, he dropped down and drank.








“And so the warrior went forth to the Well. Although none had faced the Abyss and survived, the warrior was brave and cunning, and he was able to steal a little of the purest water. But the task was difficult, and so the warrior, tired and thirsty, drank from the purest water.



“At once, the voice that had spoken to the warrior before rang out all around; “You have passed your final test, and claimed your reward. Go back to your people, and tell them to honour me above all Gods, for I have given you the greatest boon I can.



“The purest waters coursed through the warrior, and she understood the secrets of the world below and the heavens above, and her mind was cleared and her body cleansed. And the warrior returned to our people, and became the first Queen; and since that day we have honoured Ezili above all other Gods, for it was she who helped us first steal from the Well of Dreams, and it is through her kindness that we may one day again.”








His vision fractured. The shards fell away, down down down into the dark—and so did he. He was falling, scattered shards flickering around him, down down-



He landed on something soft, and colour rippled out around him. Green and blue and red and yellow, blending and splitting and mixing again. How he could see this, he did not know—it was as if he was gazing at his own body from above, observing the patterns and whirls as they danced around his prone form. With a flash of panic, he realised that he was starting to sink, the colours lapping at his head, pulling over him.



He fell below the surface, and gasped as his vision went white. He thought for a moment that he had gone blind—but realised instead that he was standing in the same void as before, but before him lay the Afterworld itself, in all its glowing majesty. Bright and unchanging, waiting for his soul to be released—and for the first time he felt not a trace of fear at the thought. Instead, he was greeted by the unceasing certainty that when he met his end, his soul would be secured. Safe, and glorious.



Reaching out, his arm hovered inches away from the welcoming light. He pushed forward, brushing the very edge of eternity-



With a gasp, Ithilis jerked upright. At first, he could not recognise where he was, but after a moment, recognition came with a tinge of shock.



The day was gone, and night had at last come. How long had he been asleep?



No. That wasn’t right. As Ithilis stood up, the realisation came slowly but surely, elation spreading from every corner to the very core.



Not he. She.



“Hail, Ezili,” she whispered. A Queen. She was a Queen.



The first in generations. The first since mother.



She looked around. The vessel remained, its gift still waiting to be collected. With her new, stronger form, it was a simple enough task.



And then at last, with joy in her heart and a song on her lips, Ithilis left the Well of Dreams, and began her journey home.








“What is that, Father?”



Ahead of them was what looked to me like a small pool. But that couldn’t be all it was—otherwise father would not have been so serious.



“That, my son, is what your grandfather stole from the Gods.”



My breath caught. Strangely, as my young mind reeled, a single thought dashed through my head. 



“It’s so small!”



My father looked amused, but his tone was chiding nonetheless. “To have even so little is a great gift. A treasure, precious beyond imagining.”



I looked on in awe, a little scared to go closer lest I somehow defile it. “Grandfather really stole the Well of Dreams?”



He shook his head. “Only a part of it, little one. The tiniest fraction.” He smiled. “But that, Ithilis, is all we need.”
      

      
   
      A Job for Heroes


      
      
      
         
         We Made this in Class Today

      
      

      

      
      
         “Seas and skies, you are so adorable.”



Jago a grandmaster of the Falling Carp school of swordsmanship, the slayer of the nine demons of Looe, possessor of a level 10 license, and the probationary director of the Gold Dragon Adventurer’s Guild childcare services program sat on the breakroom table, giving Merryn an unheeded warning glare as she teased.



“Maybe we should have you take over for Daveth? I bet the wobblers would love you.”



An unfamiliar heat rose in his chest as Merryn chattered cheerfully from her seat just across from him. It was possible it was embarrassment. It was far more likely that it was his annoyance working to manifest as a blazing fire within what was probably his flame sack. 



Merryn smiled as she rested her chin on crossed arms. “Being mad just makes you cuter, you know, boss.”



Growling, Jago’s hackles rose as he stood and padded to the edge of the table, putting him nose to snout with his activities manager. “You’re pushing it, Merryn.”



She practically squealed with delight. “Can we keep you this way? You can be our mascot.”



The door to the breakroom open as Daveth hurried in – sparing Merryn from a much deserved gout of flame to the face. A string of dried noodles was clutched in one – thickly – gloved hand and his nervous smile reminded Jago of the time he’d accidentally let one of the toddlers get hold of a Rod of Domination. “Uh… hey Jago. Hey Merryn. So, good news, bad news.”



Jago turned, unfamiliar tail only half-accidentally smacking Merryn across her smug face. “Well, spit it out already.”



The mage glanced at Merryn. “Uh?”



“Don’t ask me,” she said with a shrug. “I didn’t learn to speak dragon-fox in the last hour. But those angry little yips are so cute, aren’t they?”



Jago twisted his neck around to glare at her again, the fur along his scaled spine rising as the heat in his chest swelled. But rather than a satisfying gout of flame, he simply gagged, hacked, and sputtered a few wispy flame as something went wrong with the new and distressingly complex of system of organs and tubes inside him, leaving a feeling that could best be described as sneezing backwards.



“Nice try, boss,” she said, patting him on the back with a hand only a little smaller than his head as he continued to gag. “I think he wants the good news, though.”



Daveth dropped the dried noodle necklace on the table beside him. “So, I definitely know what happened at least.”








It had been earlier that day. 



Jago had been sitting in with the kinder group ever since an unfortunate incident involving some idiot adventurer misplacing a vorpal blade and it somehow making its way down to the classroom. 



In the end, all relevant limbs had been reattached, the adventurer responsible had had their level reduced, and it was ultimately ruled no harm, no foul, but still. As the probationary director he had been quite curious how exactly a seven year old had managed to go unattended long enough to wreck that much havoc.



The answer, it turned out, was that he had underestimated the children of professional adventurers. They seemed to come in exactly two varieties: those who were swathed so deep in protective spells and equipment that they could be used as catapult ammunition safely and those whose parents wanted to insure their independence by letting them learn, experiment, and try things out without concern for consequences.



Still. Handful as they could be, they were fun when one wasn’t busy cleaning up accidents or trying to disarm them.



“Mister Jago?” a young girl asked, breaking him out of his reverie of watching a pair of children build a fort from immovable blocks, while another threatened to lay siege to them.



He blinked as he refocused on her and smiled, riffling through his memory. It’d been slow going, but he almost had every child in their care mentally catalogued at this point. “How can I help you, Eseld?”



She shuffled her feet as she looked at the ground, her face practically hidden amongst the mane of frizzy brown hair she had – and something definitely hidden behind her back. “Um…”



Jago continued to smile. She was one of the latter kind, the daughter of two lifelong guildies. An artificer and a mechanist who both wanted to approach the world with the same kind of suicidal curiosity that they did. 



Still, she was a good kid with a big heart. Plus her messes at least tended to stem from her trying something new instead of— “Merryn, those immovable blocks are active,” he called over, wanting to avert the inevitable disaster .



“On it, boss!”



“Um…” Eseld whispered.



“Sorry, Eseld. That was very rude of me.” He leaned down closer to her. “How can I help you?”



“Um… I made you this. Because you showed me that lizard-frog,” she said, thrusting her arms from behind her back and revealing a little necklace made of red thread and dried noodles.



“Well, isn’t that lovely,” he said, trying to quickly assess it. The last few gifts she’d brought had featured items from her parents workshop’s, including a Hades crystal, a Soul Eater stone, and a complex mechanical device known as the gnasher. Dangerous items in the best hands. Positively lethal with a child. But this…



The quiver had already started at her lips when she pushed her hands just a bit closer to him.



“Thank you very much!” he said, taking it from her. As near as he could tell, it was indeed macaroni and thread. Not too likely to be lethal. “That was very kind of you to make that for me.” Not even waiting for the obvious request, he slipped the necklace up over his head, let it fall and—








Daveth cleared his throat. “The thread is Cyrcee’s thread. You know, the ancient sorceress who supposedly transformed the lost city of Falmouth to beasts?” He waited expectantly.



Nodding, Jago offered an affirmative yip. Not that he had actually heard of the place. It was just that if Daveth got started on magical history he would never stop, even if the explanation seemed rather self-explanatory.



Merryn’s eyes glittered impishly as turned to face the mage. “Well, I have no idea what—”



Baring his teeth, Jago lunged forward and snapped at her hand.



“Whoah!” she shouted, nearly tipping out of her chair in an effort to avoid the bite. “Okay! Okay! I get the point, boss. Geeze.” Resettling into her seat, she shook out her hand. “I could’ve lost a finger there. Do you have any idea how sharp your teeth are?”



Jago sat back on his haunches and sniffed, giving her one more warning glare. She was getting a definite demerit the moment he could pick up a quill again.



“Uh…” Daveth started, looking between the two of them. “Am I… missing something?”



“No, you aren’t,” Merryn sighed. “Boss just wants to know what you figured out. Preferably without the padding.”



“Well. Uh. Yes. Cyrcee’s thread. Anyone who wears it is transformed into a beast of sorts. Most of it was thought to have been destroyed.” He smiled, interlocking his fingers as he bounced from foot to foot. “It is really a fascinating—” 



“Get on with it,” Jago barked, not liking the way the mage cringed.



Daveth looked at Merryn. “Uh…?”



“Pretty sure he wants you to get on with it,” she said. “I don’t suppose the bad news is that it is so easy to fix that this has really been a huge waste of everyone’s time?”



Jago’s stomach sank as he watched the mage bite his lip.



“Not exactly?” he said, taking a step backwards towards the door. 



“Just spit it out,” Merryn said. “It’s not like he’s going to bite.” She paused. “Again.” Another pause, this time punctuated by Jago giving her as much of the evil eye as his current form could manage. “Probably.” 



Daveth cleared his throat. “It’s more that Cyrcee’s Threads haven’t been seen in at least two-hundred years and use an old type of magic that no one in the guild is really familiar with? So it might be a bit before the curse-breakers can figure anything out?”



Flopping over on his side, Jago let out a hot breath. The curse-breakers took forever at the best of times. Knowing his luck, he’d be spending the next couple months on all fours. About the only plus about this situation was that the guild insurance definitely covered curses sustained on the job.



Merryn patted him on the side. “Sorry, boss.”



“So, uh… you want me to go put the necklace in storage so the curse-breakers can start studying it when they have a—” Daveth started before he bowled over by the door behind him being flung up with enough force to cause to the wood to bend.



The stench of nervous sweat filled Jago’s nostrils before he even had a chance to recognize the heavyset man in the doorway.



“Did you guys send Eseld home?” Margh panted as he leaned against the doorframe, chest heaving as he struggled to catch his breath. “Oh. Sorry Daveth.”



Jago’s ears pricked as he rolled over and sat up. “No.”



“No,” Merry said, sitting up as well. “Her parents are on a job right now. She’s in our care all week.”



Margh bounced his head on the doorway. “Oh, no, no, no, no…”



“What happened?” Jago snapped, the pit in his stomach opening deeper, praying to whichever god in the heavenly palace might at that moment be listening that the answer was anything else.



“What happened?” Merryn echoed in more intelligible human.



“We just did a headcount after our little impromptu recess and she wasn’t there…” he moaned, banging his head on the wall again. “Lord of Pleasure and Pain, forgive me for this…”



Merryn’s chair skittered across the floor as she was on him in an instant, both hands grabbing the lapels of his vestments. Her tattoos were already growing as her geomantic power swelled. “Was she there before the recess?”



“I… I don’t know. We didn’t do a count then.”



The stone floor of the room started to quiver. “What do you mean you didn’t do a count?”



Leaping across the tables, Jago skidded to a stop at the closest one the door, his fur bristling. “We set the counts to happen after any disturbance for a reason!” he growled.



The big man tried to flinch back from both of them. “Everything was just in such disarray and we weren’t sure what had caused Jago’s transformation! We just wanted to make sure we cleared out so we didn’t do the count! I’m sorry!”



Jago’s claws dug into the tabletop. If they hadn’t done the count before, that meant she’d had nearly two hours to disappear. And two hours in a building full of cursed items and sealed demons and cantankerous people with building levelling power was a lot of time for a seven year-old.



“Where is Pasco?” Merryn asked, the ground trembling with each word.



Margh squealed. “He’s watching the rest of the kids!”



Letting go of his clothes, the woman shoved him out the door. “Then go help him and make sure you haven’t lost anyone else. I’ll find Eseld!”



In a near suicidal act, he looked to Jago for approval.



“Go!” he barked.



“Going!”



The tremble in the room sharpened for just a moment, then Merryn collapsed into a chair, the glow of her tattoos fading. “Seas and skies, I’m an idiot.” Clutching her head in her hands, she continued. “I should have run the count myself. Dammit, dammit, dammit! Do you remember seeing her before we left, boss?”



Looking up towards the ceiling, Jago tried to recall who he’d seen on his way out. The problem was, having your entire identity upended wrecked havoc on your short-term memory. That, and there’d been the whole thing with spitting up a few fireballs while he’d been trying to come to terms with what happened that caused no small bit of extra chaos.



Eseld had been there when he’d put the necklace on and then… He shook his head.



“Dammit! Then we don’t even know how long she’s been gone.” She pulled at her hair as she swore again. “Sorry boss, I screwed up bad. I should’ve been the one to do the count. Remind me to apologize to Margh later.”



Leaping across another set of tables, he put his paws up on her shoulder. The slight earth scent she normally followed her was nearly overwhelming in this body. “Yeah. You and Margh both did. But it isn’t like I helped. I’ll write us all up when I have hands again. But for now, let’s concentrate on finding her, right?”



“Thanks, boss,” Merryn said, her smile creeping back onto her face as she patted the side of his muzzle. “You do know I have no idea what you’re saying though, right?”



“Yes.”



She slapped herself on the face with both hands. “Okay. Self-pity time over. We need to find her. Any ideas?”



“Uh…” Daveth said, causing them both to jump, his lackluster presence forgotten. “I can see if anyone over in the mage quarters knows a tracking spell?”



“Better than nothing, I guess,” Merryn grumbled.



Jago blinked. Tracking. He sniffed the air. The soil-scent of Merryn was certainly dominant, but once he started thinking about, there was a medley of other scents in the air. Scents he knew he’d never smelled as man.



Pushing off Merryn, he quickly made his way across to the spot where Daveth had dropped the necklace and pressed his nose against it, sniffing. He could smell himself, the stale macaroni, and the indescribable tang of the magic thread, and a strong tang of peppermint like the soap Eseld’s parents had sent with her.



“Is something wrong with Jago?” Daveth asked. “I didn’t think the spell had any mental—”



Merryn popped up from her chair, cutting him off. “Boss, you’re a genius!” She swooped over and picked up the necklace. “You think you can scent her out?”



”Maybe?” Tracking had never been a specialty of his, but it was worth a shot. If he was going to be stuck like this for the moment, then he might as well try to get some benefit out of it.



“I’m taking that as a yes!” She turned back towards Daveth. “We’re borrowing this! I’m safe as long as I don’t put it on, right?”



Daveth stammered, trying to keep up with the changing speed of the conversation. “Uh… probably?”



“Great!” She spun the necklace a few times so it wrapped around her hand. “Let’s go boss!”








Scenting proved a bit more difficult than expected for Jago, what with never having done it before or had a sense of smell even a fraction of this good before, but the mark of a high-level adventurer was the ability to improvise and conquer unexpected tasks. 



So it was with a few false starts, a lot of scampering, and no small number of looks from loitering guildies that he led the two of them to a door deep in the basement.



“Oh no,” Merryn breathed.



Jago’s ears folded against his head. One of the training rooms. The one for level nines. Her scent definitely went in there, though. And he could hear the whirrs of mechanisms inside.



“It’s on, isn’t it?” she asked.



Jago nodded.



“I can get the door out of the frame, but…”



All the training rooms were treacherous in their own right, but most of them at least had a number of safeties. For people at Jago’s level though, the only real way to train was with real risk. A child’s chances in the level nine room were… Why would she have come in here?



He blinked. No. He remembered her chattering about it. Her parents had been involved in the most recent revamps of the rooms. They’d even let her explore them. The odds weren’t great, but… “She might be okay.”



“Boss,” she said. “It really isn’t schtick. I can’t understand you. At all.”



He rolled his eyes and jerked his head towards the door.



“You think she’s still alive?”



He was going to have to talk to her about listening to the kids a bit more. But for now, he nodded.



She grimaced, her tattoos starting to glow. “You don’t think there’s time to find someone with the right license level? No offense, but I think being stuck like that takes you down a few. And I’m definitely not nine.”



He shook his head. There weren’t that many people at eight or higher to begin with.



Taking a deep breath, Merryn planted herself firmly, clenched her hands, then pulled. There was a thunderous crash as the stone around the door was ripped out, leaving the metal portal to collapse to the ground with a near deafening ring. “Then I guess we’ll have to hope we average out. You take the lead, I guess? At the least you should be able to help warn me about any surprises, right?”



He nodded.



The entry tunnel to the training area was a long and narrow corridor that did not take an expert to realize would have at least three traps through its length, including one fake designed to get you to step into the real one. He turned and looked at Merryn.



“Traps?”



He nodded, staring at the broad stones that made up the floor before he dashed forward. Worth testing if he was heavy enough to set off floor panels. 



“Boss?”



As he crossed the floor in swift lopes, he felt a few stones shift under his paws, but like he guessed, none of them were actually calibrated to activate at his current weight. Skidding to a stop in front of the door – almost definitely trapped – he bounded back to Merryn. “Got it.”



She frowned as she stared, then nodded. “Ah. I’ve got it. The floor?”



He nodded. 



“Follow you?”



Another nod. He took a little more care this time to make sure he was sure about safe steps, with the only tough spot being a cleverly designed little set of stones that looked like they were single, secure stones, but were actually pressure sensitive on specific edges.



“And now the door,” Merryn said.



The design was a rather ostentatious giant eye looking back down the hall with no obvious hinges or locks or openings. Stepping up against it with front paws, he stretched up to try and get a look.



“Hang on, boss,” she said, nudging him with a foot. “I think I can deal with this one.”



He looked at her and tilted his head.



“Same trick as before. The construction is a lot tighter here, but I should be able to do it still.” She stomped a foot and listened. “Yeah. The door is just a metal slab wedged in the stone. No idea about the correct way to do this but…” she braced herself and took a deep breath, her tattoos glowing scorching white as she pushed outward and the entire hall jerked.



For a moment, nothing happened. Then the eye door tilted backwards, scraping against the stone as it slowly fell. After a moment, the eye started to glow red and then a beam of force gouged a hole in the ceiling.



Merryn cringed, waving her arms. “Okay. Maybe not that again. The stone is tight in here. I think I pulled something.”



He patted her leg with a paw and glanced back towards the entrance. This was already above her level. If she wanted to go back…



“I’m fine,” she said, shaking her arms out one more time. “Besides, you need the help if we’re going to get her out, right?”



The next “room” was a labyrinth, but that was easily dealt with thanks to Eseld’s scent. Which just left the slow going to keep an eye out for traps set along the proper path… and being sure that Eseld herself didn’t get lost. But it seemed she had quite the memory as they made their way past split after split.



Behind him, there was a soft click as a stone depressed under Merryn’s foot. 



Her tattoos lit up as she prepared to try and pull stone from the ground to defend herself from whatever direction the attack came from, but Jago was already moving, leaping against the nearby wall and using that to propel himself further up and over her. 



A quick twist and one more kick off the ceiling sent him rocketing down, jaws clamping down on the first bolt before it struck her square in the back.



He slammed hard into the ground, rolling painfully as even as she threw herself to the ground and let the next five bolts soar over her and embed themselves in the stone wall where her body had been. 



She laughed nervously. “That was close.”



“Yeah,” Jago agreed, spitting out the bolt as he forced himself up, ignoring the twinge in his neck.



The next room was a large, cavernous affair… with Eseld sitting hunched down on the opposite side.



“Eseld!” Merryn shouted, causing the other girl to look up.



Jago started forward without thinking, just relieved that the girl was still unharmed – an action he regretted almost instantly as a heavy metal door slammed shut behind them.



“Oh no,” the little girl wailed, tucking even tighter into her ball.



“Boss room?” Merryn asked.



Jago barely had time to nod before a panel on the wall opened up, a hulking humanoid figure made of stone and carrying a sharp blade stepping out.



“Well, I believe I can handle this one,” she said, flexing her hands. “You go make sure she’s okay?”



She didn’t have to ask. No matter how powerful a stone golem might be, it wasn’t going to be stopping Merryn. He didn’t even offer the creature a second glance as he sprinted across the floor, skidding to a stop right in front of the crying girl.



“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, daddy showed me how to turn them off but it didn’t work…” she sobbed. “So I couldn’t go anywhere without them going and I just wanted to go be by myself and I’m so sorry because I didn’t mean for that to happen to you. I just wanted to give you a present and mommy had this pretty string… and… and…”



Jago gently nudged her leg with his head and sat down. She was going to get a real talking to once he had the ability to speak again, but accidents happened with adventurer’s kids. Especially if their parents left lost magical artifacts laying around.



Behind him, there was a deafening crash as the first golem was shattered and felled, followed by another door sliding open. Merryn was panting and her tattoos were flickering, but it was another stone golem so she’d probably be fine.



“I’m so sorry!” she wailed again.



“As long as you’re sorry, it’s fine,” Jago said, for all that it didn’t matter. But maybe the tone on his yips had been right, because she sniffled and looked at him and held her arms out for a hug that he allowed.



Another crash behind him, and a whoop from Merryn. “I want you to put in for me getting a level up after this, Jago!” He turned to watch her wipe the sweat from her brow as she stood among the rubble that had been the two golems. “You hear me?”



He started to nod… until three doors on the opposite side of the room opened up, this time revealing three more hulking constructs. This time one made of fire, one made of ice, and another from metal.



“Oh come on,” Merryn said.



Eseld shook as she clung to Jago, her fingers digging into his fur and tears coating his scales. “I don’t know when they stop. Daddy made it so there’d be a bunch of them!”



“Don’t worry, I’ve still got this,” she growled, even as all three charged with far more speed than the stone constructs had moved. Not that it mattered, she was already worn out, the globe she pulled up around the flame golem barely enough to hold it back for a moment as she danced back from the freezing grip of the ice golem. She clenched a fist to try and launch a counter-attack…



“The metal golem!” Jago barked desperately, realizing he was too far away to help.



“Boss, I don’t—” 



The metallic golem’s bladed arm cut clean through her extended arm, a loss she barely had time to register before the ice golem’s fist caught her in the gut, lifting her into the air launching her back towards them where she slammed in the wall and then ground.



Eseld’s grip went slack as she burst into a fresh round of tears.



Merryn groaned as she tried to push herself off the ground. “Sorry,” she wheezed, clutching at her new stump. “I think I’m out.”



The three golems were slowly advancing this time. Probably being sporting, to give them a chance to get their breath back. After all, this room was only level nine. It wasn’t trying that hard to kill them.



Getting her knees under her, Merryn managed to push herself up just a little. “They might not go for you, boss. In which case,” she hacked, spitting out a bit of blood, “you might want to go fetch the necklace so the curse-breakers can work with it if you survive.” She slumped again. “Shouldn’t have kept it with my good hand.” 



The heat rose in Jago’s chest. If he were himself, these golems would be no issue. But like this… “You need to just hang on. I’ll figure something out here.”



Despite everything, she forced a smile. “Nope. Near death experience is not unlocking the ability to talk with animals. Too bad.”



“I’m so sorry,” Eseld wailed again.



Well. Do or die. That was what being an adventurer was all about. 



Dashing back out onto the floor, he positioned himself between the golems and the other two, his fur brustling as he growled, the heat inside him continuing to rise. There was a small pause as the constructs assessed him, then the steel one lunged forward, blade-arm cutting into the ground where he’d stood.



Inhaling deeply, he stopped thinking about how the body worked and just let it do its thing, white hot flames pouring out from between his teeth and catching the ice golem right in its chest, melting a deep gouge that did absolutely nothing to stop it from trying to stomp on him.



He stumbled as his legs and feet tangled themselves from the desperate hast, forcing a clumsy roll to avoid bisection from the iron golem.



The earthen shell holding the fire golem in place was starting to crack.



They were getting too close to Merryn and Eseld, so he kept rolling further, darting just behind them to keep their attention focused on him. The only he could do anything about like this was the ice golem, and he was still too small to do any real damage.



Or not. Looking at the top heavy build, there was a possibility. He inhaled deeply again, willing the fires in his chest to grow and hoping that this wasn’t something dragon-foxes ran out of too easily. Doding another heavy cut from the metal golem, he dodged between the legs of the ice golem, leaping onto a leg and unleashing everything he had inside him at the joint.



Ice crackled and cracked and shattered as it melted, sending the thing pitching to the side, forcing him to dig his claws in and scramble up it to avoid being crushed. His throat burned, but he didn’t really have time to deal with that as he dove aside, the metal golem’s blade cutting through the ice golem where he’d been stranding, shattering the creature and sending shards flying.



To his surprise, the next attack from the golem wasn’t from its blade, but a foot catching him under his body and lifting him painfully into the air, only to come crashing down among the razor sharp shards that made up the remains of the ice golem. He was pretty sure he felt a couple cut along his scaled spine, making him briefly glad for the thick plates.



Hands would have been nice, but in a pinch anything will do. Clamping his jaws on one of the shards, he jerked himself over, the light touch of his impromptu blade creating a new path for the bladed-arm. The ice was already melting in his mouth, so he wasted no time, claws scraping as he used the broad metal blade on the metal golem as a ramp.



Releasing the ice blade from his mouth, he caught it facing the opposite direction and plunged it towards the joint that connected the head to torso — and hopefully where the core resided. The blade went in without much trouble and the golem jerked, its left side going limp, but the right caught him on the flat of the blade, bouncing his tiny body off the floor and sending him tumbling to a stop where Merryn’s discarded arm and the lost necklace was.



His head rang as he tried to get far too many feet under himself.



Beside him, the flame golem’s encasement broke, the air filling with promise of a heat that even he was sure would be too much for him.



As his vision swam and the arm and necklaces in front of him multiplied, the flame golem screamed like a kettle, the sound burning at his ears. Instincts honed over years of being a successful – living – adventurer kicked in, his teeth sinking into Merryn’s arm as he dove away, a hellish blaze blackening the ground where he’d been standing and reducing the macaroni necklace to ash.



Tossing the arm far from himself and potential incineration – you couldn’t reattach what didn’t exist anymore – he bit into another ice shard.



The fiery creature stomped after him, flame tipped fingers clawing at stone to get at him, barreling through the remains of its fallen companion and even, once properly led, through its half-functional companion. Which just left one.



He sighed, clenching his teeth around the ice, feeling the edges cut at his gums even as the combined heat from his mouth and the flame golem making it slick with water. One chance. But as a grandmaster of the Falling Carp, being stuck with a mouth as his only means of wielding a sword should be no obstacle.



The construct screamed.



The void blade. The ultimate technique of his school. He twisted his head and cut, the air itself splitting, the expelled inferno guttering out around him as it had no air to burn. Unfortunately, the blade also melted, becoming nothing more than water filling his mouth, and leaving him nothing to defend himself with as it lunged forward.



It’d been close. Not bad for being stuck as a dragon-fox.



There was a sharp crack above as a boulder tore itself free and slammed down into the ground, crushing the fire creature.



The door that had sealed the room slid open.



He blinked and turned to see Merryn supporting herself on her stump, Eseld supporting her just a bit. The woman was grinning like she wasn’t on death’s door, her tattoo’s barely lighting up with an anemic corpse mushroom glow.



“Thanks.”



“You’re welcome, boss.”








Jago sat on his desk, doing his best to not be too annoyed with Eseld’s parents as they thanked him and Merryn profusely for what they did and swore up and down again that they would never leave powerful magical relics out where she could find them again.



Merryn cradled her still bandaged – but comfortably well attached arm – in a sling. “You don’t have any more of the thread though?”



Lia shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. We found that little bit on a job. If we find anymore we’ll of course bring it to the guild. Straight away. Not even any time to study it ourselves. We promise.”



Jago held back his sigh and nodded. Without that, there’d be no telling how long it would take the curse-breakers to help him. If they even could. Old magic could be tricky sometimes.



Pushing her daughter forward, the artificer’s tone sharpened. “Tell them both how sorry you are!”



To Eseld’s credit, the contrition continued to seem to be earnest. “I’m so sorry I went to the training rooms and got both of you hurt so much. And I’m sorry I accidentally cursed you. I promise I won’t do either one ever again. Ever.”



Wagging his tail, Jago pushed his head forward so she could pat it. It worked well enough as an acceptance of the apology. 



“Um… I brought you something else!” she said nervously, reaching into her dress pocket.



To Jago’s credit, he didn’t flinch.



The object she produced was a thick leather strap with a golden buckle and a dangling little charm that said, “Best Teacher” in a thick, blotchy attempt at calligraphy. “It’s… um… a collar. For you. So everyone knows who you are still.”



Behind him, Merryn choked back a giggle. “It’s lovely, and I’m sure b— Master Jago loves it very much.” 



Behind Eseld, her mother offered a sheepish smile. “She made most of it, but I did put a number of protection spells on it. My own spells. They’re really good, I promise. My way of saying sorry.” She cleared her throat. “And my husband is hard at work right now creating a little blade while you are… in this condition.”



Jago eyed her for a long moment before he laid down at the edge of the table so the little girl could actually reach him, Jago let her fasten the collar, only coughing a little bit as she struggled to avoid choking him while tightening and fastening it. “Thank you.”



“You’re welcome!” Eseld chimed. “I hope you come back to class soon. I miss you.”



“Um…” came Daveth’s voice from the doorway, “Sorry to bother you guys, but Margh needed me to let you know that somebody left a demon summoning scroll in with the wobblers? The easy to use kind.” He hesitated as he noticed the guests in the room. “Oh. Um… hello. Sorry but I just figured….”



Merryn sighed as she pushed herself up out of her chair. “Shall we, boss?”



Jago nodded. In the end, some things would never change.
      

      
   
      Tense Times in Toon Town


      
      
      
         
         ...and it worked out ok

      
         
         Caught

      
         
         He’s on an Adventure!

      
         
         Dance Like No One’s Watching

      
         
         Whatever Makes You Feel Better

      
      

      

      
      
         Through silent space it had travelled, sparkling in the infinite void, straight as an arrow in the absence of gravity. As if determined to wipe away all in its path, it bore onward, zooming towards one tiny speck of light, a small world around a small sun…







ToonWorld was a blue and green globe of bright primary colors surrounded by white puffy clouds. The whole world throbbed and bulged as it spun around, full of manic energy and silly visual puns and random events. Statistical law had stated that there must be one place in the entire universe in which impossible things were more likely to happen than other places, and this indeed was it. 



Today, the inhabitants of ToonTown were going about their various pursuits, heedless of the danger hidden in the sky overhead. Anthropoid cats chased hypercephaloid mice, clothes-wearing dogs chased the cats, martians chased after wise-cracking rabbits, zoot-suited wolves were getting clobbered by curvy minks, and all of them occasionally disappeared into a clouds of flying fur and shredded clothing. Oblivious to the daily chaos unfolding around her, Patsy Durm, a young hippo of ways and means, was out for a pleasant stroll on a lovely afternoon, strutting down Clampett street while humming and bopping along to her own inner music. 



She spotted a scrap of paper on the sidewalk. “Ooh, is that a Clubways coupon?” she muttered. She picked it up, and found that underneath it was a squirming insect! She raised it to eye level, and saw a large ant, about the size of a grape, hanging from the coupon, which it had been using as a cloak. It bore a tiny gleaming sword in its mandibles and wiggled its burly little legs and antennae in apprehension.



“Ooooh! You’re just adorable!” exclaimed Patsy, turning the tiny warrior gently from side to side for a better view.



“Mmmm mmm mmfffmfmm pfffthmm!” squeaked the ant as the sword jiggled in its mandibles. It quickly sheathed the sword into a tiny scabbard woven of grass blades. “Excuse me. Greetings, macromegalic one! I see that your intentions are not hostile, and so I entreat you to pay me heed. I am Eliant the Doughtygastered, and I am embarked upon a noble quest, upon which the fate of my home colony, SidewalkCrackia, depends. For the sake of justice, for the safety of our brood, I ask you to release me to face relentless danger--”



“I love quests!” said Patsy with a little jump of joy. “Can I help? What are you questing for?”



“Many generations ago,” intonted Eliant in portentious falsetto, “The Perceptiplex, a gem of great wisdom and power crafted by the legendary Queen Opthymen, was treacherously stolen from our nest by warriors of the Bolingalidomstar nest, with whom we have ever been at strife. Many heroes of past ages have set forth to try to recover it, but none ever returned. But at long last, the stars are in their proper courses and the fates are in alignment, for the prophecies of old have long foretold my birth. I fear that none may aid me, for I alone am destined to go forth and retrieve the Perceptiplex from the deepest lair of--”



“Bowling Alley Dumpster, got it. That’s just a few blocks away. Let’s go!” Patsy put Eliant on her shoulder and ran off down the street.



 “What?” cried Eliant. “Wait! It was foretold that I would risk the perilous crossing of the Maelgüttür, a swirling torrent that has claimed hundreds of lives--”



 Patsy leaped over the circling sludge in a backed up street grating, landing with a little splash at the puddle’s edge.



“Oh,” said Eliant.  “And I was to face the impenetrable transparent force field that cannot be pierced by even the stoutest mandibles--”



Patsy nimbly dodged around two workers carrying a plate of glass across the street. “Yeah, we aren’t going to do that old gag today.”



“But–the daunting lengths of the slime-riddled and monster-infested caverns--”



“That sounds like the Eastman Street sewer,” said Patsy. “Believe me, you’re not missing anything. Mostly turtles and rats. We shove pizza through the manholes to keep them quiet. Hang on, we’re almost there!”



Patsy ran down a dim grimy passage. Through the brick walls on one side, ominous rumbling noises were heard, followed by cacophonous crashes and cheers. Soon, she reached a cul-de-sac where sacks of garbage were culled. She shoved aside the rusty old dumpster, and underneath, amid the evil scent of rancid fry grease lay the hole of a monstrously ancient evil lair, surrounded by the exoskeletons of many a brave and foolish warrior ant. The bronze, foreboding Gates of Doom were about the size of a teacup.



“I earnestly thank you for your aid, O mighty one,” said Eliant, “But from here, I must go on alone. The dangers below--”



“Oooh, I know!” said Patsy. She ran into the bowling alley, hit the food counter, and returned with a large slushie and a popsicle. “They always run their slushie machine just a little too cold. Okay, here goes!” She poured the slushie down the hole, then plunged the popsicle into the entrance. There was a crackling in the ground as the popsicle pushed the semi-fluid slushie over the transition edge into solid ice. With a great upheaval of greasy dirt, Patsy pulled the frozen ant’s nest from the ground, and Arthur’s joy in pulling the Sword from the Stone could not have matched her intense emotions.



“Let’s see now…” she mused as she held the nest like an enormous stem of grapes, turning it back and forth, with many ant warriors frozen within, looking miffed to have been denied a good fight.  “There!” She pointed to a chamber at the very bottom of the frozen nest, where a sparkling gem protruded. “Does that look Perceptiplexy?”



Eliant’s feelers quivered between reaching out in earnest joy and drooping in dejection. “…Yes. Can I carry it home myself, at least? So I feel like I did something on the most important day of my life?”



Patsy smiled ruefully. “Aw, hey, don’t take it like that. Let me guess, they had more than one of these prophecies in the past? And those who were prophesied about before, they probably just disappeared and were never seen again, right?”



Eliant gave her a curious look. “So I am told.”



“You see? They probably didn’t really expect that you were going to make it at all.” She popped the Perceptiplex free, gave it to Eliant, then jammed the nestsicle back in the ground.  “As it stands, you’ve won your quest, you’ll get a whole lot of cred back at the nest, and you’ve made a giant friend, and that’s the best, right?”



“I suppose…?” said Eliant, turning the Perceptiplex slowly around as the facets flashed in the sun.



“Of course!” said Patsy. “Hey, you don’t have to head right back, do you? Let’s go have a little fun. You were probably raised by a gang of humorless old acolytes preaching to you about your holy mission. They probably never fed you birthday cake or let you read the funny papers on Sunday. Now that you’re out in the world, why not see some of it?”







Through space it soared, on a cosmic time table that spanned millennia, but was precise down to the second. Spawned ages ago and at unimaginably remote distances, its course was continuous and inexorable. Bearing its deadly message of doom, it bore down on its unfortunate target…







Hours later, as day turned to evening, they were sitting in a coffee shop named Java Nice Day, at the corner of Avery Avenue and Iwerks Lane. Patsy was sipping a latte and Eliant was politely eating some honey from the tip of a toothpick. On the table around Eliant lay the relics of several of the afternoon’s adventures; a ribbon for second place at the pinewood derby, a bunch of tokens from playing skee ball, and a tiny six-armed t-shirt reading “If you can read this, you’re a Myrmecologist.”



Patsy called out to the barista. “Hey, you’re looking a little drawn today!”



The barista, a cat, gave a sad laugh as his jagged outlines shifted about his body. “Yeah, I’ve really got the jaggies. Someone must have been in a rush. Can I get you some cake?” He gestured, wielding a circular pie-slicer with his enormous right arm.



“Maybe later. So, Eliant, any plans for what you want to do after this whole quest thing?”



Eliant pondered, while slowly cleaning sticky mandibles. “You’ve certainly given me a lot to think about. I’d always thought my life was meant for one purpose. Of course, I attended numerous picnics, considered joining the army, and even tried my skill at carpentry. I wasn’t sure what hill I wanted to die in. Now… I can see this is a world where bottlecaps can be kept in museums, and people buy lots and lots of shoes even if they only have two feet. It’s not all new, I mean, we ants already understood micropayments. Why take a lot of food from one source when you can take a little bit from everyone?”



“All of what you say makes sense,” said Patsy. “It’s good that you’re starting young, but it’s never too late to retool a bit and start making the world better in a different way…” She trailed off and stared out the window. A fire was shining in her eyes. “And maybe we’d better table this for now. Come on!”



Patsy ran outside, Eliant riding on her head, and joined crowds of fellow Toons in staring at the sky. In the darkening sky overhead was a fire that was starting to wash away the stars, as a shape in fiery red flew into the atmosphere. Shutting her ears against the babble of excited voices, Patsy strained to make out what it was. A meteor? An egg?



No, it was… a cluster of large yellow blocks, advancing in rows. Blocks that, from the right angle, showed letters. Letters that read…





EPISODE MCMLXXVII


A RENEWED HYPE




Fleeing from the re-emerging Galactic Empire,
 

the forces of the rebellion find themselves retreading


old ground, seemingly without end. Meanwhile, at the other
 

side of the galaxy, a new threat emerges…






Patsy was already on her phone. “Yes, my agent’s name is Alex, could you connect me please? Thanks. Alex? Listen, we’ve got a problem here. Those Lucas franchise people still aren’t cleaning up after themselves. Yeah, another one of those rogue intros that they keep shooting off into space. We’ll do what we can here, but it’s going to be messy. Please make our displeasure known. Anyway, gotta go!”



As Patsy hung up the phone, Eliant peered down over her forehead. “I certainly admire your sang froid in the face of catastrophe,” sad Eliant, “But what can we in fact do?”



“Everything we can! Just remember, we’re not alone!” 



As the streaming disaster headed to the ground, the Toons of Toonworld were already taking to the skies and gathering on the ground. Some were mighty heroes, some were silly waterfowl; some were flying planes and spacecraft, some were the planes and spacecraft. Some wielded powerful lasers and some held non-dairy cream pies. Some were copy editors, holding huge erasers or driving tankers full of White-Out. One fellow was holding a combination flashlight and umbrella. Patsy for her part was pulling an impossibly huge bazooka from her shirt pocket, and Eliant was furiously trying to unlock the special powers of the Perceptiplex. But all were showing that indomitable spirit, that urge to fight and survive that would make them all immortal, no matter how cheaply they’d been animated or how many of their films had been rendered into guitar picks. They were all in it together.



The circle of view closed down, leaving only a black screen, and then there was a huge kablooey. 



And the crashing of broken glass.



And a plaintive voice: “I said we weren’t doing that gag today!”
      

      
   
      Cages


      
      
      
         
         I did my best

      
      

      

      
      
         Jonathan passed his front door, and he heard the familiar jostling sound of the mailman bumbling up his steps. He stopped and placed his hand under the mailslot. He waited, absently checking the weather app on his phone. Another cloudy day.



Two envelopes fell into his hand, which he tossed onto the kitchen counter. He picked an apple from the fruit bowl and, halfway through his first bite, there came a scrunching sound at the door. He watched a third envelope, filled close to bursting, force its way into the house and fall to the floor, facing up. His address was stamped on the front by a typewriter, and above it, the name Gloria, written in large flowing letters that were even more precise than the address.



Jonathan finished his bite calmly, chewed, swallowed, and picked up the envelope. He had to squint to read the return address.



Curtis W. Hall Correctional Institution









Gloria,



I was told to write in a journal, but I really don’t like that idea. I don’t get what’s the point of writing shit down if its not addressed to nobody. And I’m sure as hell not gonna start writing Dear Diary in this thing, so I’m just gonna put your name at the top cause I’ve never had any trouble talking to you.



I’m not supposed to talk about what happened, what I did, what I didn’t do, that kinda stuff.  No past here, this is a present and future kind of deal, and that’s cool, you know I’m thinking that’s a good idea cause this paper is kinda thin and if I start writing about the stuff that already happened I might tear it and have to start over.



But I do wanna say sorry a little. Sorry for the text messages. Sorry I’m in here. Sorry about everything. Yeah I should stop.





You know they don’t warn you about how cold it is in here. I was talking to this guy, he sleeps above me, goes by the name Toby, and he said he used to do renovations for peoples houses and he told me that walls made outta concrete make for really horseshit temperature barriers. Can you believe that? What a thing to say, “horseshit temperature barrier”. So I asked him how good the bars were at keeping the cold out and he asked me if I was some kinda dumbass. I don’t think he knew I was messing with him.



Toby’s a freak, Gloria. He’s bald and he’s like 70 and he’s got this big gut that’s worn and leathery like a punching bag. So I guess you get fed really well here.



Seems nice enough though



Damn Gloria. I see why they made me do write in a journal. This is already helping. 



You know I was told to forget you. Can you believe these guys?



They told me to think about what I’m gonna do when I get out which is funny trying to think of where you’ll be in 46 years. It was hard enough when you get asked about 5 years from now in job interviews and stuff, you know?



I said I’d take the first flight to Ireland. Toby tells me its nice. You know the way he described it reminded me of you.



Hope everythings good.

Eli.








Gloria,



Today wasn’t a good day. I actually thought I was okay after the last thing I wrote to you, and looking back, yeah, I seem okay with shit. But I’m seriously fuckin not okay.



I got roughed up a bit when I first came here. But you know me, I’m a fuckin champion. So I gave them more hell than I got, that’s for fuckin sure.



But I got jumped today. Six of the fuckers, all of em bald with the same shitty snake tattoos, they cornered me in the fuckin boiler room and just started laying into me. I held them off real good but they got so many hits in and even though I put two of them down I just stopped. I sat down in the floor and just let em hit me til the guards finally came in and started to do their jobs.



This is why your names up there. This is the type of thing I could only say to you.



You remember when I told you I was afraid of fighting Vazquez? I kicked his ass thanks to your pep talk. I was fuckin charged, a real live wire. There’s somethin about using my fists that always makes me look forward to whoever’s next. Vazquez first, next up, god himself. I don’t care. Bring him on.



But this time was different. I just went back to my bed and I cried. Gloria why was I so mad? What’s wrong with me?



Thanks for listening.

Eli.








Gloria,



You’re not gonna believe this.



Toby’s been here awhile right, and one day I was comin back from a session with the doctors, and he said man you gotta come with me to drama class. Drama class? I only went cuz I thought I misheard him, right? Like no way there’s just a high school hiding in here somewhere but he seems excited so I go with him. Is there math and biology too? Sex ed?



So he shows me this poster on the bulletin board in the lunch hall and sure enough, theres this page callin for some of us to join their fuckin Shakespear play. He said they were about to have their first session of the new class where there ain’t no auditions and they just talk about the play today so I thought why not, right?



So drama class is run by this nice girl, big smile and long hair, she’s one of the first girls I seen in months and I can’t believe they let her in here with all of us, but there she is, all sweet and sincere and a coupla guys are scoffing and so am I but she just goes on talking like she owns the room. 



She says they’re going back to her favorite play, one called macbeth. And they had us split off into groups and read some lines and they had little notes in the “margins” of the book and people walkin around talking about what the characters are thinkin and what they’re after and stuff. I should slow down a little.



I got to be this guy banquo first, right? And he’s this hardcore friend of Mac’s whose always got his back and shit. Just a great guy, right? And he’s got this son that he really looks up to or has high hopes for I guess and this guys just a really nice dad.



Fuck, I dunno. I guess I was alright being someone else for a second.



Eli.








Gloria, let me tell you about my boy william.



This guy’s from a hundred years ago, right? And I dunno if things were the same back then as they are now, or if william’s just a genius who could see the future, but he’s just got it. Like I get it.



Cause Mac just wants control. That’s all he really wants and when I said it that nice girl in drama class, her name is Gretchen by the way, she just nodded and listened to me and asked why I thought that and I just keep talking, right. Talking about how Mac doesn’t think what’s happened to him is right and when he sees a way to take control of the situation, like of course he’s gonna go for it right? It’s straight up human instinct.



I think some of what I said wasn’t what william had in mind but Gretchen didn’t stop me or nothing.



Anyways, we’re gonna actually do this fuckin play for anybody in the prison who wants to see it, and fuck I mean we’re all all of us not taking it seriously, like its a laugh right? But deep down you know. Deep down is different.



Toby he’s been doing this awhile. So he got the role of Mac which sucks cause I wanted it but they said I did a good job so they let me be Banquo. I was mad first cause I die like really early, but that’s not the end of him right. Shit’s tight, there’s this scene where I get to haunt the hell outta Toby while everyone else pretends I’m not even there.



I got a copy of macbeth that I keep under my pillow and I’m gonna memorize the shit outta my lines. They said I didn’t have to but fuck it, Toby’s gonna be fuckin shaking when I’m done with him.



Eli.








Gloria,



I almost forgot about you for a second, sorry.



It’s weird but things are kind of okay right now. The only thing that I’m not happy about is that Toby is apparently getting released next month. Like what a guy not tellin me until so close to it.



Oh well. At least I get to play Mac next year!








Gloria,



Gretchen reminds me of you when we first met you know. I think that’s why I like her so much is that when I listen to her talk and I think about the danger shes in being around us I just think of you. I worried a lot when you went to work with all your animals and shit cause you know those cages are only so strong and you go inside them all the time. Like you had tigers and shit what could have happened to you?



But just like with Gretchen you knew all the procedures and protocols and shit so it’s like, the only reason we’re scared for you is cause we don’t know any better. But you know better.



She’s so good at acting too. Gretchen I mean. Lights the fuckin stage on fire. See theres not a lot of girls in Macbeth and theres even less girls on our side of the fence so she volunteered to play lady macbeth when none of the other guys would. They were cool with being witches though, I think everybody deep down wants to be a witch.



She’s unbelieveable though. Theres this scene where lady macbeth is wiping her hands clean cause she sees blood on them even though theres not any? Actually that’s a lot of scenes. But when Gretchen does it she just looks straight ahead and she looks around the room and she at us but not really at us, do you know what I mean? And she’s just so scared about everything that’s happened with her man murdering someone and



You know that makes me think of you, Gloria.



I should stop.








Gloria,



I just want you to know I’m sorry for how it all went down. I know I’m not supposed to dwell on it and shit but the whole world thinks I’m the scum of the earth right now, and that’s alright, I don’t give a shit what they think, it’s what you think that’s keepin me up at night.



And you know if everybody had just calmed down I could have explained it all. But my lawyer kept saying my side of the story was bad and to stop saying I planned it and shit but I just hate this. 



And maybe if I got to say my piece Id still be in here anyways and maybe for even longer but at least you would understand why I did what I did.



The worst part was the text messages. I deleted them cause I just wanted to cut ties with you you know, I just wanted to protect you even if it meant I’d never see you again. I didn’t think it would be this whole thing, fuckin national news, where’s the messages? What are they hiding? They were you and me talking about my fights and your animals and the way you’re having to hide your black eyes. And if you scroll up enough you see shit from when we were together.



The worst part was when they started talkin about you. I saw the people on the internet and you know, I never thought they were real people? I knew they were but I just didn’t see them that way? But the things they were saying, nah, they real. Cause they said Arthur was just the type of guy you like, that he was just like me too. They said that deep down you just date these guys who hurt you and make you feel less than yourself and that you like it deep down. And they were saying I was proof? They said somehow by protecting you I showed that I was just the asshole before this asshole, but they’re wrong I never lay a finger on you, its not fair.



I’m sorry. I gotta slow down a little. I just want you to know I’m sorry cause whenever I go to sleep knowing that the world hates you then I feel like never waking up.



And you know some of them like me. 



That’s the worst part. 



I can only send letters like once a week but they can send me as much as they fuckin please. I get ten a week and sometimes more. Pink letters, big letters, actual real life fanmail Gloria. Talking about how I’m misunderstood and that they’d treat me right. And that theyd let me hurt them. The fuck is wrong with them? The fuck do they think I am?



I started thinking about what lady macbeth would do if she started getting fanmail. Cause I see her, Gretchen, when I’m sleeping, and she’s wiping her hands clean and I look down and I see his face Gloria. I see him lookin up at me.








Gloria,



I figured out why I was mad after I fought those guys. The ones that got the jump on me.



See I thought about what happened to Macbeth with everybody banding together to destroy him, right? With the fucking forest coming after him and I know its not the actual forest but just people using it as a disguise, like, I get it. 



Those thugs were the forest of my story. And I was mad cause it didn’t end the way it’s supposed to.








Gloria,



Im tearing out all these pages in my journal and sendin them to you cause I just want you to read them. Fuck whats good for me and fuck the guards who’ll read em you just gotta know the truth.



Soon were gonna be done with macbeth and were gonna do something else, but not before we get a chance to put on that play. Give Mac a real sendoff you know.



Gloria, listen.



I asked Gretchen if I could have a guest come see the play. She said she wasn’t sure and I had to beg her a bit and she said okay. She said they could make it happen if you wanted to come. It’s safe, you’ll have an escort, and you’ll be separate from the other guys, and the best part is there’ll be no cameras. You can just be there in the same room with me without anybody askin about what we’re planning. It’ll be just like you with your animals, you can watch us and we’ll be in our cages and you’ll be safe.



So come please. Come to the prison and ask about me and ask about the play. Gretchen said she’d put a word in and she would make it work.



I want you to see me walk across the table to Toby, I want you to see my rotting costume, the shackles around my ankles. I want to see your face, yeah, but even more than that I want you to see the look on mine when I get out there and stare at the murderer sitting at the table, see him scared shitless when he sees the ghost of what he did comin back to stare him dead in the eyes. 



I want you to know thats how I really feel.



And if you don’t feel comfortable, don’t worry I get it. you can even bring someone with you if it helps. If you’re seeing someone right now, fuck it, bring him with you, cause I know whoever you’re with now will treat you right.



I love you Gloria.



eli








Jonathan swallowed the last chunk of his apple and placed the core, stripped almost completely clean, on the counter. He wiped at the juice on his hands, got out the trashcan under the sink and tossed in the core. 



He turned the letter over to the other side, and it was blank. He ripped it in halfs, quarters, eighths and sixteenths, and he tossed it in the trash with the rest of the shreds.
      

      
   
      Necromance Like No One's Watching


      
      
      
         
         Dance Like No One’s Watching

      
      

      

      
      
         Hello, there. I am a soul without a body, and this is my first ever attempt at telling a story. 



Before I get started, however, I have a slight suspicion that you will be lost if I don't give you a preface. So get ready for some basic ground rules, and some seriously heavy-handed exposition.



This story does not take place in your world, which, if you pay attention, you will notice rather quickly. This story takes place in an imaginary land, far, far away. How can something be imaginary and far away? Please don’t ask me such tricky questions. I just told you this was my first time. 



The important thing to know is that this is a world with kings and queens; a world with dragons, the undead, and undead dragons; a world where magic is all the rage.



This distantly unreal land is known as Everwhore. Some of you may notice that this name is rather unfortunate. Well done. Your name is going up on the wall. I will notify the historians of your accomplishment immediately.



But do not laugh at Everwhore, for it is not at fault. Like every boy called ‘Eugene,’ Everwhore is a victim of not being able to choose its own name. But while the Eugenes of the world have the opportunity to change their fate at their local government offices, Everwhore is locked in. See, dialects change over time, and words take on new meanings faster than legislators can agree on how to adapt to said meanings. The current solution is to add an umlaut to the ‘o’ (like sö), but polls show that this is not a popular fix, except among those who happen to think Ever-who-re sounds funnier.



This story follows the adventure of two unlikely protagonists, who will take turns sharing the perspective in a way that I promise will not damage the experience. And now that I’ve pointed it out, you cannot say it did damage your experience. I’m told this is called landscaping, or something, and that it is a foolproof writing tool.



The names of our two protagonists are Aldor the Abhorrent, and Elmere the Untitled. One of them is a necromancer, and the other is a teenage girl. One of them will begin the story with a deadly weapon in their hand, while the other will be holding a plunger. You have probably deduced which name belongs to which character, but their respective implements may surprise you.



Four shadows. Another foolproof writing tool. I am, how you say, on a roll.



Who am I? An excellent question, but one whose answer adds absolutely nothing to the story, so I’m not going to tell you. Just know that my disembodied spirit follows the necromancer around and can read everyone’s thoughts. Convenient, yes? No. It is awful, but if this story garners any popularity, I might be able to make a living from it. Tell your friends.



But fine, if it will help you sleep at night, I’ll give you a hint about my identity: Our necromancer protagonist is going to mention me in the final scene of this story, in an attempt to make a point. He will mention me in such a way that makes him out to be a good person.



Do not be fooled by the necromancer.



Ready? Off we pop.








Aldor the Abhorrent rifled through the kitchen chest with one hand, clenching and unclenching his plunger in the other. He tossed out skulls, recipe books, curses written on ancient paper, and voodoo dolls wrapped in ancient doilies. 



“It’s in here somewhere,” he told the universe. “I know full well it’s in here somewhere.”



There was a sound at the door. Not a knock, and not the chime of a doorbell, but the sound of an incredibly taut wire being pulled even more taut.



Aldor stopped what he was doing. “That almost sounded like a crossbow,” he said.



He approached the front door and stared through the peephole. It was a young girl, quite possibly even teenaged, covered in much-buckled armor, and with her long blonde hair effectively out of the way in a ponytail. She was crouched out there, marveling quietly at the sheer audacity of the place’s stench. If pressed, she would say it smelled like a stink bomb baked into a rotten quiche that was then fed to a man who promptly died and was left to rot for fourteen days. But she never did care for metaphors, so she simply held her breath until she was finished loading her crossbow, and reapplied her finger and thumb to her nose.



“Absolute stealth,” she muttered to herself.



Aldor, his eyeball nearly touching the glass of the peephole, decided he had better go ahead and rip off the bandage now, so he opened the door.



“The pleasure’s all mine,” he shouted. 



Elmere said nothing, entering the house crossbow-first. 



“Geh!” Aldor squeaked, feeling the point of the bolt against his Aldor’s apple. “What gives?” he asked.



“Stopper your egregious maw, villain!” Elmere demanded, the effect being lost a little because she was still plugging her nose. “One wrong move and I’ll install in your throat a second windpipe!”



Aldor threw up his hands. “Sheesh! You solicitors are getting so pushy these days.”



“Pardon?”



“What is it today? Spellbook subscription? Earl Guide cookies? Undead insurance?”



Elmere repositioned herself on the front porch, trying to ascertain if this strange man was living or dead. He was whore-skinny, wearing a black cloak with sleeves that were far too big for his shriveled gray arms. His eyes were sunken, and his face was covered in ash. His hair was okay, though. Silver and short and shiny. He clearly used product.



“Who are you? And what have you done with my uncle?” Elmere asked, glaring intensely.



Aldor rolled his shoulders to keep his hands from falling asleep. “Lady, I’m a necromancer. The worst thing I could have done to him is bring him back to life.”



Silence. Glare.



Aldor rolled his eyes. He tried to put his hands on his hips, but Elmere made a panicked sound and pushed her crossbow harder against him.



“I don’t ask everybody I meet for their family trees,” Aldor said. “You’ll have to give me a name.”



“His name is Aldor!”



Aldor’s eyes fell half-closed. “Honey,” he said.



“What?”



“You’re lookin’ at him.”



The crossbow lowered to chest level. 



“You?!”



Feeling the momentum of the situation swing in his favor, Aldor lowered his hands to his hips and pushed them to one side, striking a pose that was equal parts threatening and sassy.



“You know, Niece,” he said. “The problem with leading with the crossbow is that it makes you think you’ve won too early.”



He winked, stuck out his tongue, and Elmere fell through the floor into darkness. She looked up in shock at the face of this ashen demon waving down at her.



“Sweet dreams!”



Elmere fired her crossbow at the disappearing world. Aldor’s shriek was the last thing she heard.



…for the next few seconds, anyways. For at the bottom of this world of darkness was Aldor’s kitchen chair, which she landed in like a sack of bricks. A shock flew up her spine and and she tilted from side to side in the chair, the world coming back into light. She looked around. She had somehow teleported inside the house, and had no time to ponder the philosophical ramifications of this, for her crossbow was nowhere to be found.



Wait, no, there it was. On the front porch, right where she left it, smashed to pieces.



This wasnt your average teleportation spell, however, for some time had passed. The fiend was now wandering around his water-damaged kitchen in a tizzy. He went from cupboard to water-damaged cupboard, opening, swearing, and closing. He looked a little less shocking now, but only because his chin was covered with a bandaid adorned with cartoon bears. Elmere nodded proudly.



“Did it hurt?” she asked with a smirk.



“When I fell from heaven?” replied Aldor. “Don’t be trite, Elmere. Hey, I don’t suppose you have a Drano scroll on you?” he asked. 



Elmere refused to answer on principle. “Why is my uncle a necromancer?” she asked. 



“I have my reasons.” 



Aldor strolled up to her and put his face right in front of hers, as if trying to read something written in tiny letters on her eyeballs. Elmere tried not to gag at the smell of death. She noticed his eyes were different colors, though she couldn’t quite tell which colors they were. One of them was silver, and the other was… silver. But, no, the first one wasn’t silver, it was… back to silver again.



“Optical illusion,” Aldor told her. He smiled. “Tough spell to hold, but it’s worth it. Eye contact used to make me uncomfortable. Now it makes everyone else uncomfortable.”



“I thought you said you were a necromancer. How are you performing such tricks?”



“I minored in illusionry.”



Aldor frowned, seemingly having not found what he was looking for in Elmere’s acne-ridden face. So he went back to searching the same cupboards, in the same order, with the same result.



“I am the king’s daughter,” Elmere threatened. “If you—”



“And how is my brother doing these days?” Aldor asked, still searching. “Has he implemented fascism yet?”



Elmere seethed. She attempted to struggle against her restraints, but she didn’t have any, so she just flailed her arms for half a second. Blushing, she brought them in and crossed them. Her next words, she chose carefully.



“I won’t participate in your games, you, you… slimy… farcical… cretin who layeth with maggots!”



Aldor stopped what he was doing and put on a hurt expression. “Oh, yeah?” he retorted. “Well, your parents don’t love you.”



“My mother is dead,” Elmere said, as if this were a point in her favor.



“Oh.” Aldor dropped his arms to his side, looking away from her. “I apologize.” He approached Elmere again and clarified, “Just your father, then.”



Elmere roared in the necromancer’s face, but he merely smiled and closed his eyes, enjoying a breeze.



“Think about it, little Niece. In all your 17 years of life, he never told you about your uncle the necromancer, and he sent you to see him anyways. Why? In the hopes that he’d kill you by accident, of course.”



“Sixteen,” Elmere corrected on instinct.



“Uh-huh,” Aldor said. He resumed searching the cupboards, humming a dark, gurgling tune. Elmere watched him waltz around his room, his forearms vertical and his hands limp, swinging from side to side. She had seen maids walk this way.



“Say, how did Elaine go?” he asked suddenly.



Elmere swallowed. “It was two years ago,” she said quietly. “She and I were out on the barracks, and she fell to her death.”



Aldor gave a whistle, descending in tone. “Foul play?”



“No. It was an accident, despite the accusations that were launched against my character. She simply had poor footing, is all. I was fortunate that a guard saw it happen, and I was absolved, but the grief I have carried…”



“Did your dad take extra convincing?”



Elmere looked up. “What?”



“Nothing. Say, about that Drano spell. Have a scroll on you?”



“Drano? The plumbing spell? Why would you…” Elmere shivered in horror. “You plan to use it on one of your victims, don’t you?”



“Shitter’s clogged,” Aldor informed her, grabbing a pair of keys out of a water-logged wooden bowl. “And it looks like I’m going to have to go to town to get a new scroll. Luckily, I’ll be passing there anyways, because I have to take a teenager back to her father and yell at him for involving me in his woeful parenting.”



Elmere frowned. As Aldor watched her, both his eyebrows raised, she considered the recent turn of events. He decided to give her a second. Things had been moving pretty fast.



One thing was for sure for Elmere. Blood relative or no, this necromancer was up to something…



“I’m not up to something,” Aldor said. “I see that look on your face.”



…and her father sending her to his house was no accident. It must be a mission to take down the necromancer and bring him to justice. But with her crossbow dismantled, all she could do was arrest him, and the best way to do that was to lead him back to the castle, where she would have the support of the guardsmen.



“Alright,” Elmere said. “I will accompany you to acquire your spell, and to drop me off at the castle.”



“Splendid news,” Aldor said. “But I wasn’t asking.”








The adventure of Aldor and Elmere started the way every good adventure starts: With some debate, and with an untrustworthy appearance that the adventure may not happen after all. 



They couldn’t decide on the best mode of transportation.



In Aldor’s backyard was a miniature zoo filled with dead animals. They were standing upright, most of them, wandering around their pens, bonking their heads on posts, and looking very bemused with being alive again. Their eyes were either missing, hanging out, or staring at the sky.



There was also a dragon corpse, whom Aldor had named Jebediah, not understanding it was a female dragon corpse. She was in the back of the little zoo of horrors. As big as his house, and just as derelict, her scales were black and falling apart. Green mucus slid out of her nose and coated two of her jagged teeth. But Jeb was less of an option than the other animals, as she was dead. As in, dead dead. Re-dead.



“The second death isn’t when everybody forgets about you,” Aldor said, kicking one of the dragon’s teeth and breaking it into its mouth. “The second death is when I’ve revived you and you die again.” He looked down and clasped his hands together, as if praying. “No coming back from that.”



“We’ll take my horse,” Elmere decided.



Pami was a lovely mare. They found her where Elmere left her, tied to a tree a good hundred paces away from the first signs of stench. She was, as always, looking around the dirt for little bugs and plants to investigate and make friends with. She accepted the extra weight of the necromancer(although in truth he didn’t weigh much) and they were off to the shops on a beautiful day, the grass quietly dying in their wake. Elmere pretended she didn’t see it.



By the end of the trip, Pami had changed. As Aldor went into the spellstore, sleeves rolled up and forearms vertical, Elmere cupped the horse’s muzzle in her hands and tried to lock eyes with her. But Pami’s gaze was elsewhere now.



Elmere stormed inside and found Uncle Aldor by a large mirror, where customers could try on appearance spells. He ran a hand through his short hair and came away with more than a little dandruff. He smirked.



“I look good today,” he said.



“Hey.” Elmere snapped her fingers between Aldor and the mirror. “What have you done to Pami?”



“She’ll get over it.”



“Answer the question, Uncle.”



Aldor thought for a moment. “You know how animals don’t realize they’re going to die?”



“…I guess?”



“Well, now she knows. A side effect from being around me; but don’t worry, it’s a good thing! That kind of knowledge makes you run faster, I find.”



He winked at her, and she wished she could unsee it.



The shopkeeper, a plump and exceedingly old man wearing a cartoonish wizard’s robe, came to greet them, saying, “Can I help… you.”



“Good tidings,” Aldor said with a wave. “Just a Drano scroll today.”



“Oh, no,” the shopkeeper said. “Not a chance. I’ve heard of you, Aldor the Abhorrent.”



Aldor tensed immediately, throwing a finger in the shopkeeper’s face. “Hey, I only have that title because I don’t dontae any money to the historians.” 



The shopkeeper threw up his own finger. “Either way,” he replied. “I don’t barter with terrorists.”



Aldor scoffed, and assumed his hands-on-hips power stance again. “I’m not a terrorist. I’m a man with coinage who would like to clear out some drainage.” He withdrew a handful of coins from his pocket to support his argument.



“As far as I know you’re gonna use it on a person for some sick joke.”



“I’m the only one who hasn’t thought of that today!”



“Either way! I’m not selling to a killer.”



Aldor groaned. “Do you know how many people I’ve brought back to life? I’m in the black!”



“Okay!” Elmere said, stepping between them. “Let’s not do this. May I purchase the spell, sir?”



The shopkeeper looked her up and down. “Are you with him?”



“No.”



“Fine. Seventeen coins, please.”



Elmere patted her front pockets. “Seventeen.” She patted her back pockets. “No problem, um…”



Aldor sidled up beside her and nudged her in the ribs. “Absolute stealth,” he whispered, proffering the coins behind their backs. Elmere put on an inconspicuous expression and started fumbling for them.



“Get out!”



And they did. If the shopkeeper’s spittle-laced shout wasn’t convincing enough, his throwing arm would not be denied. He started with his shoes, nailing both runners in the head, then moved on to his merchandise, throwing potions, axes, and even some scrolls that he froze with a spell and hurled like snowballs.



Fun fact: One of those scrolls he threw was a Drano scroll, but Aldor and Elmere were too busy untying Pami and running away to notice that the story could have been cut short, right then and there! Lucky us.



When they were out of the shopkeeper’s sight (and his range), they took a moment to catch their breath. They were in a small alleyway, just wide enough to fit Pami, her shoulders rubbing up against the walls. Elmere noticed Aldor wheezing particularly hard, a rattling coming from his chest.



“Are you okay?” she asked, just about recovered.



The necromancer raised his hand and extended one finger. “You know what?” he said, swallowing tightly. “I’m gonna say it. I would have never gone through with the Rite of Undying if I’d known these things would start happening.”



A silence settled between the pair. Elmere leaned against the wall and crossed her arms, staring at the gray man. “You mean you chose to be like this?” she asked.



Aldor straightened up. He thought he liked Elmere’s stance, so he took it on the opposite wall. “You can’t become a necromancer by accident. Well, not anymore. The underworld hasn’t really heard the end of the twins incident.”



“But why?”



Aldor shrugged. “I wanted to revive my dead parents. The usual schtick.”



“And did you succeed?”



“No. Turns out it costs you an arm and a leg to do a full revival. Skeletons and rotting bodies are easier to animate, but it’s not something you want to subject your parents to.”



Elmere nodded, paying her uncle a sympathetic frown. Pami, too, looked at him sympathetically, but she was likely more concerned about her own well-being at the time.



“Still,” Elmere said. “It must be nice having magic.”



Aldor eyed her carefully, his upper lip being pulled by an invisible string. “You really are sheltered,” he said. “Anyone can use magic.”



“…But my dad told me I couldn’t.”



“Did you not notice the shopkeeper with the wicked throwing arm use an ice spell? Did he look like a chosen one? I mean, you need training to use the specialties, but still, levitation, telekinesis… Even the Drano spell if you have a scroll, which we still don’t, by the way.” Aldor’s mood suddenly soured. “I’ll have to take one from your castle.”



Elmere stared at her shoes, thinking.



Aldor looked to the end of the alley and saw only a brick wall. He looked at Pami, gazing far, far past him.



“Do you have a reverse function?” Aldor asked the horse.








Borta and Gerbert are two names you probably aren’t familiar with. That’s because they are two guards at Castle Everwhöre, where you’ve never been, and where our story takes us next. It’s a lovely institution, really, all stone walls and imposing gargoyles. It’s got the works. A proper man’s castle all around.



Borta was, at the time of our heroes’ arrival, guarding the interior janitor’s room. Gerbert, meanwhile, has the hots for Borta. This is irrelevant, but I want to try out a writing tool my friend showed me. He called it ‘dramatic ironing’ I believe, which is where I give you information to which the characters aren’t privy. This friend, unlike me, a soul without a body, is a body without a soul. A soulless husk, if you will. And I’m planning on proving to him that his favorite writing tool sucks.



So, let’s give it a whirl.



It was astonishing, Borta decided. Absolutely astonishing. Here he was, on his birthday, guarding the least important room in the entire castle. All it had were cleaning supplies, some of them magic, some of them otherwise. If anyone attacked the castle, he’d just be called to the walls anyhow. Where it was sunny. But no matter how much of a stink he made, his boss would never get rid of the position. Freaking unions. The only thing that could make this day worse would be if Gerbert were to show up.



“Hey!” Gerbert shouted from around the corner. “Hey, Borta! Can I show you something?”



Perfect, Borta thought. Just undeniably perfect.



Gerbert bumbled down the hall towards him, armor clanking. He was oblivious to Borta’s social cues. Not acknowledging him, staring at the wall instead of him, these things meant nothing to Gerbert. He nudged Borta on the shoulder. 



“Check it out,” he said. “I got my hair done.”



Borta raised an eyebrow. “Oh, wow,” he said. “It’s so metallic and shiny.”



“It is?”



Borta thwacked Gerbert, right in the side of his helmet. “You wanna take this off first, ya dumpling?”



Borta waited for Gerbert to unleash his locks on the corridor. Unbelievable. Completely unbelievable. 



“Have a look!”



Borta had a look, and he saw snakes. They were all over Gerbert’s scalp, dancing and twirling, biting each other in the throat and kissing each other on the mouth. Gerbert’s face melted like candlewax, cracked and burned like firewood. A crowd, somewhere distant, screamed.



“Darn,” the horror said. “That bad?”



Borta fainted.



“Gah!” Gerbert yelped, putting his helmet back on. “Don’t worry, boss! I’ll get help!” And with that he was off.



Our heroes came out from around the corner. Aldor first, wiping his hands, and Elmere second, her arms crossed.



“You know I live here,” Elmere said. “I could have just asked them to let us in.”



“I don’t get out very often,” replied Aldor. 



The janitor’s room had scrolls for days. They were in little metal racks on the wall, stuffed inside skinny drawers, and piled up to the ceiling. Aldor had never seen so much magic in his life.



He asked, “What do you think would happen if I set them all off at once? Would the castle explode?”



“No, but it would certainly leave this room sterile.”



But Aldor was no longer listening. He gasped, rubbed his hands together with glee, and plucked a scroll from off the wall. Drano.



Elmere picked up her own copy and stared at it.



“So I simply… speak the word ‘Drano’, and the spell will activate?”



She frowned, realizing she had just disproven her own theory the moment she said it.



“Sort of,” Aldor replied. “But you have to mean it, and you gotta have oomph. It’ll do nothing without the oomph.”



“Freeze!”



Neither of our heroes said this, and in fact they weren’t expecting it. But a troupe of guards had appeared at the door, and I don’t have names for these guys, so let’s assume they all look the same, and that their eyes are all covered by their visors.



Elmere remembered her original goal, to have her uncle arrested, but she found she didn’t want to anymore. What had changed? She chalked it up to tiredness, but only because it was her first time feeling compassionate.



She walked up to the guards, her hands raised. “It’s okay, guys,” she said. “He’s with me.”



One of them shouted, “Lady Elmere, you are under arrest for conspiring with a necromancer!”



And then they were on her, aiming their gripping hands for her wrists and ankles. She thrashed, and she got one or two good hits in, but the guards were well-trained, and there were seven of them.



As they dragged her down the hall, she let out one last scream. 



“Why aren’t you arresting HIM?!”



This was enough to wake up Aldor, who had been staring at his scroll with starry eyes.



“Huh, what? Elmere?” he said to the empty room. “Hellooo?”



He peered around the doorframe and saw the last glimpse of his niece’s boots as they were dragged around the corner, kicking.



His first reaction was to smile. “Well, then,” he said. “Well, well, well.”



The next words didn’t come to him, so he decided that was enough talking for one day. He went down the corridor, away from all the ensuing trouble, and got all the way to the end before he gave into the urge to kick the wall as hard as he could. He yelped and hopped around for a few seconds, then sat back on a large windowsill overlooking the kingdom. He massaged his foot, and understood it was broken. It’s very easy to break the foot of a necromancer. They don’t make a lot of visits to the gym.



He let out a long, petulant sigh. He couldn’t identify this strange force he felt inside his heart. He chalked it up to guilt. Again, though. Compassion.



He sniffed, and he recoiled. The necromancer himself was rank, of course, but he could never pick up his own scent. Whatever he was smelling now was much, much worse. He peered out the window and saw the kingdom, and in front of it, he saw something else.








But let’s pretend I didn’t say that, because the story reads better that way. Don’t like it? Well, then, I’d like to politely remind you that I am in charge.



By the by, it occurs to me that I may have implied, when we first met, that I am forever attached to Aldor. This is not the case. I simply spend most of my time near him. I’m still learning how to haunt people, see, and when I do get the hang of it, I want him to be my first hauntee.



For now, let me tell you about King Everwhöre; and yes, that is his name. You may now be catching on to why this country is struggling to rebrand itself.



He is a large and muscular man, with dashing brown locks and a soft, yet imperial chin. His looks aren’t the result of a healthy lifestyle or good genes, however, but of a regular morning makeover in front of the mirror, complete with many an appearance spell. His position, or rather Elmere’s position, at the beginning of this scene is the perfect indicator of his unique approach to parenting.



Elmere was on her knees, roughed up and aching, at the bottom of the steps leading to King Everwhöre’s throne, so that even her head was beneath his feet. 



She was in chains. He, meanwhile, was rather freely moving, pacing back and forth in front of his chair, and wandering very close to the guards in the room so that, without him needing to say anything, they would shuffle out of his way.



“I knew we closed that investigation too soon,” the king announced. “I knew you were responsible for the death of my beloved Elaine. Your own mother…”



Elmere tried to move. It was challenging. “Father, why have you been lying to me? About magic, and my uncle. What are you hiding?”



“Shush!”



The king raised his hand, as if wanting to send Elmere flying with willpower alone. It worked. It was just a few feet back, off of her knees and onto her arms, chained up behind her back. It hurt enough to cause an epiphany.



“You,” she said.



“Pardon?”



Elmere squirmed to get back to her knees. A couple guards put the points of their spears at her throat, but she paid them no mind.



“YOU pushed her. And YOU tried to frame me!”



The guards turned to their king, not sure what to think. To his credit, he didn’t falter. After a moment’s thought, he sneered at her. 



“Prove it,” said Everwhöre.



Elmere roared, but found herself in a roaring contest between herself and whatever the hell was outside. She didn’t stand a chance.



Every guard in the room ran towards the windows. And, like any army who has been well-trained, they had collectively made the wrong decision.



The wall burst and crumbled, stone and windows together, a shower of glass and masonry. A giant, black beast plowed into the throne room. The guards watched the unnamed beast in horror, squealing, careening towards the other wall. Elmere scurried behind a column to avoid the flying debris, and whispered to herself.



“Jeb?”



Jeb.



The deadly stench enveloped the throne room, and so did the dragon. Jebediah continued to careen, and nobody had yet noticed the necromancer wrapped around her neck, legs flying up in the air, his teeth baring and clenched. The decaying dragon crashed into the next wall, but she had less luck taking this one on, crumpling lifelessly to the ground.



Elmere took her head out from under her arms. Rocks and pebbles continued to fall to the ground, and there was suddenly a great dust cloud in the room, from which Aldor emerged, hobbling, and favoring one leg. When he saw Elmere, he gave her a wink.



“Absolute stealth.”



“Uncle!” Elmere said, rushing to him. She noticed the limp. “Did you injure your foot in the crash?”



“Yes,” he said. “That’s how it happened. Now where’s—?”



King Everwhöre emerged from behind Aldor, clattering Aldor on the back of the head with both fists, sending him careening one last time. He crumpled against the floor, neatly mirroring his dead dragon.



“Uncle!” Elmere shouted.



Everwhöre began a speech. “And here I thought, after all your failures, you could do one thing for me, and destroy my nuisance of a daughter.”



The guards from where Jeb made her entrance, had been protected by their armor and the fact that the debris was entirely small pieces, and they were listening. 



The king grabbed Elmere by her ponytail and resisted her swings. A protective glow emanated around his body. He had a triumphant stroll.



“Are you even listening to me?” he asked Aldor’s lifeless form. He held up Elmere by her hair and patiently tapped his foot. “I know it’s not that easy, Aldy.”



Sure enough, Aldor stirred. He groaned, struggled against his featherweight body, and rolled over onto his elbows. “Hey,” he said, his eyes unfocused. “Implemented fascism yet?”



“Always the witty one, brother. You know our parents never loved you, right?”



Aldor made a disbelieving smirk. “Come on, brother. It’ll take more than that to get under my skin.”



Everwhöre considered this, all the while ignoring Elmere’s struggles. “Look at me,” he said, becoming all nasal. “I’m Aldor the Asshole, I can’t even kill a defenseless little girl.”



Two retorts appeared in Aldor’s loopy brain. The first was takes one to know one. The second was she doesn’t look so defenseless to me. The second one was the better option, but they short circuited in his muddled brain and canceled each other out, so all he did was point at the king with a bony finger and go, “Haaaaaa, ha, haaaaaa.”



The king looked over at his daughter. She smiled, holding a crumpled piece of parchment in her hand. She kicked her father’s chin, shoved the scroll inside his mouth and clasped her hand over it.



She shouted, “DRANO!”



Little Elmere’s First Spell.



Everwhöre’s entire body buffeted. His eyes went wide. The glow disappeared from his body, and when Elmere removed her hand, a fresh aroma of ammonia came from his mouth, falling open. Elmere dropped to her feet and staggered, watching her father fall backwards onto a pile of rocks and slide limply to the floor. He came to rest just at the edge of a torn dragon wing. 



Aldor, still laughing, passed out.








This is as good a time as any to take my leave. No doubt you will have many tricky questions ready for me at this stage. Why does it sound like I'm speaking to multiple of you at times? Did the antagonist really need to be so stereotypically evil? Why does Everwhöre have a legislative branch and a king? Listen. If this is how you treat amateurs, then I pity your children. 



For now, I understand it's important for the storyteller to fulfill his promises to the audience. With that, I will leave you with the final scene, as promised.



Aldor the Abhorrent, more tired than he’d ever been, and even more dusty than usual, sat slouching on a flat rock outside Castle Everwhöre. He picked up stones from the ground and tossed them over to Jeb, who could eat just about anything, including stones. She gulped them with glee.



Aldor had figured out why he assumed she had died a second time. She was no longer breathing, back in his backyard. Even after all this time, he still made these rookie mistakes.



The undead don’t need to breathe. Magic gives them all the energy they need. It’s their breath, their food, their sleep, and their wine. 



But Aldor was not dead, and he could certainly use a drink.



Footsteps approached from behind. Aldor’s nose was very acute, and he could pick out the absence of alcohol from fifty miles aways. He sighed.



From behind, Elmere said, “Going home?”



“Stop,” was Aldor’s response. “Stop what you’re doing.”



“…What did I do?”



“I know it seems like a good idea at the time, running away with me, becoming my apprentice. But you have a life here—”



“Uncle.”



Aldor twisted in his seat. Elmere was there, no less dirty than him, and still as tired and bruised as after the dust settled. There was one important difference, however—the golden crown atop her head.



“Did you steal that?” he asked.



“No. They weren’t sure about it at first, but I reminded them the only other family member my father didn’t murder is a necromancer.”



“Ah.”



Elmere sat beside her uncle on the rock. “I did want to ask you, though… about the Rite of the… what did you call it?”



“It’s not worth it.”



“Hear me out.”



“No.”



“You said it would cost you an arm and a leg to fully revive someone. I… just feel my mother is better suited to—”



“Stop,” Aldor interrupted. “Stop what you’re doing.”



“But she didn’t deserve—!”



Aldor quieted her with a look. He could do that with anyone. His face was shocking enough. When he was sure she would listen, he went back to picking up stones.



“Before I went digging up my parents’ graves,” he said, “I decided I would try to revive someone else first. Just a quick skeleton, you know, see how it works.”



Elmere hugged her legs, dreading the incoming lesson.



“You want to know what he said to me?”



“…The first man you ever revived?”



“Yeah.”



“What?”



Aldor went to throw a stone, but Jeb wasn’t paying attention.



“He said… ‘Five more minutes.’ ”



Elmere’s chin dropped. Aldor sighed, shaking his head.



“I wouldn’t worry too much about how your mother feels, Elmere. She’s resting now. Trust me when I say, peace awaits us all.”



A cold wind blew between them. Elmere shivered, but Aldor didn’t.



“I ended up putting the guy back to sleep. Since then I’ve mostly stuck to animals. They’re more reliable.”



Jebediah noticed something on the wind. She lumbered up onto her legs and sniffed at the air, although she didn’t have a sense of smell. With a great flap of her wings, she leapt into the air and sailed away, pieces of her falling to the ground below. Her flight was somewhere between majestic and horrifying. Mystifying, perhaps.



Elmere watched the beast fly into the distance.



“Was that your ride?” she asked.



“…She is dead to me.”
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