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Dedicated to Kyle, who rescued me from loneliness in high school. Also, to Aaron Allston—I wish I’d have pushed “Send” on that fan mail.
 
   


 
   
  
 



MAYBE WE CAN WORK THIS OUT…
 
    
 
   “You stole my kill,” the ninja said. He stood a scant five-six, up to my shoulders, and wore armor plates over dark-gray clothing that hugged his lean frame. His face was wholly obscured by a porcelain faceplate shaped like a demon’s scowl.
 
   “Stole?” Personally, I’d have been thrilled to come to a dragon fight and find fewer than the expected number of dragons. “You… want to split the XP or something?”
 
   “That was a breeder. The breeders are worth eight hundred crowns,” he explained in a surprisingly reasonable tone. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?” He rotated the sword clockwise, like he was figuring out a more painful way to stick it in.
 
   “What? No! I don’t even like money. Keep it all, I don’t care. Do you want my money? Can’t stand the stuff.”
 
   “The price is paid on the fangs. You destroyed them.”
 
   “We could glue them together.” I glanced at the burning lumps of dragon head. “A sieve might help.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter One: Totally Not a Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   My face is very punchable. I gathered this because my head has gotten in the way of many fists. During one particular six-hour period, I was struck by two separate jackasses: once by an extra-dimensional orc and once by The Murph.
 
   The Murph went first.
 
   Dak and I were throwing dice in the study lounge of Murph’s dorm, nudging miniatures across a wonderfully complex battle map. Kevin ran the game in a way that favored strategy over story, and I had learned to appreciate the catharsis that came from slaughtering his boss monsters. The room temperature had nonetheless climbed ten degrees since we’d started.
 
   All 250 pounds of The Murph slumped back in his chair. His sleeveless shirt revealed his bulk, which consisted of muscles and a thin fat layer hiding them. Eschewing the nerdy stereotype, he was built like an ox. Nine times out of ten, Murph was a friendly nerd who liked video games and played healers.
 
   The tenth time out of ten he drank.
 
   There were five of us: Kevin ran the dungeon; I dealt damage through my barbarian; Murph healed; Jessie painted Warhammer miniatures. Sometimes her bard sang or something, but mostly she painted. Then there was our secret weapon: Dak.
 
   Dak sat with arms folded, a brown-skinned god atop his wheelchair, which amplified his presence in the tiny study room. He was positioned like a rival king stationed opposite Kevin, his spell cards arrayed, prepared to deploy game-breaking mechanics unearthed from obscure books. He’d once described to me his spell-selection technique as “maximizing the tears I can pull from Kevin’s eyes.” Or my eyes, when I ran games.
 
   Kevin’s dungeon was going to be our tomb. All night, Dak and The Murph had brooded in their respective corners, neither addressing the elephant in the room: last week, Murph had tried giving Dak a ride while drunk and Dak threatened campus security if he so much as inserted a car key into his ignition. Since we’d met Murph last semester, Dak and I sensed his downward slide toward alcoholism, but Dak could be generously described as “forthright.” Sometimes that made him a jerk, but in his defense, he was the only one with the nerve to stand up to Murph and order him to call for a ride.
 
   Murph had not appreciated this characteristic and paid Dak back tonight by slow-walking the dungeon. He shorted us healing spells, intentionally set off hazards, and reliably chose the worst strategies. In short, he found the best way to get under Dak’s skin.
 
   Every time Dak called him on it, Murph played stupid. Sometimes he made eye contact and took a long pull from a water bottle full of vodka. This irritated me too, since it was prohibited in the dorms and we would all face fines if he was caught.
 
   Somehow we made it to the evil necromancer without a serviceable healer, but soon found our backs to the wall. Jessie’s character went down; Murph waded blithely into combat and declared the session a bust. However, Dak pulled out a clutch wall spell that cut the encounter in half. I had the necromancer on the ropes when Murph pulled his dirtiest move yet: “My cleric dispels the wall they just summoned,” he told Kevin.
 
   Dak looked as though he’d been struck. “Really? Why don’t you just come right out and say it?”
 
   “Say what?” Murph challenged. “I’m just playing my character. This is what he’d do.”
 
   Never challenge Dak to give an opinion. If anything, challenge him not to.
 
   Dak centered his stare on Murph. “Just say, ‘I’d rather get drunk and ruin games than have fun.’ ”
 
   Murph was on him. At first I wasn’t exactly sure he would hit Dak, but he grabbed the wheelchair and pushed Dak toward the exit. “You know what? You can go outside.”
 
   Dak slammed the brake on one wheel. It tore the wheelchair from behind the table and Dak seized Murph by his sleeveless shirt, nearly stretching it off between his bunched-up fists. “Get the hell off me.”
 
   Something dangerous flashed in Murph’s eyes and he hit Dak in the jaw. Dak blocked the next punch. He was stronger than Murph, but didn’t have the leverage to do much more.
 
   Then I was on Murph—on his back, to be precise. Unlike Murph, I am the stereotype of a tall and scrawny nerd, sans the glasses and acne. I ran enough cross country in high school to have cardio, but I wasn’t much of a brawler. Murph threw his shoulders back, tossing me onto the game table. I spun face-first into it, plowing through cardstock and miniatures. I tried to stand and boom—it all went fuzzy.
 
   Getting hit in the back of the skull doesn’t really hurt. It knocked the sense from me and put ice water in my veins. Later, I would identify that as adrenaline. I turned around and my brain made some sluggish calculations: Murph had a hundred pounds on me; Dak was ready to fight him, use of his legs be damned; I could see this ending in a trip to the hospital; I was distressed to see Kevin and Jessie quietly skirt from the room. Sure, I thought. Split the party just when we’ve got to negotiate with the rampaging ogre. Way to go, guys.
 
   So I let the cold fire pass through me until the shaking in my fists stopped. Hoping I was projecting more calm in my voice than I felt, I said, “Dak and I are leaving. Maybe you want to walk around outside while we clean up.”
 
   “You assholes stop telling me what to do,” Murph shouted. “I’m not taking orders from Dak or his wife.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. “I hereby order you to drink lots and keep punching people.”
 
   Murph raised his fist. “Keep mouthing off. See what happens.”
 
   “What happens is I’ll beat the crap out of your fists with my pretty face. Just see if I don’t.”
 
   He swung and I got my fists up, sort of like Uncle Scott taught me in grade school but not quite. He punched me in the forearm, which put me back onto the table. I winced and waved my arm around. Somehow blocking hurt more.
 
   “Be smart again,” Murph dared.
 
   Wish one of us would be, I thought. I kept my mouth shut, silently despising myself for it. I tried to say what I thought with my eyes, though.
 
   I think Murph got the message because he cocked back for another shot.
 
   “Murph,” Dak said. “Look at what’s in my hand.”
 
   He did. It was Dak’s smartphone. He was recording.
 
   “You swing one more time,” Dak said, “and I’ll forward this to the administration. Then the cops. Go stand on the other side of the room.”
 
   “I told you, you’re not my fucking mother!” Murph roared.
 
   “Then stand on whichever side you like, sweetheart,” I said in my best old-Jewish-mother voice. “Long as it’s not this one.”
 
   I ignored The Murph’s stream of obscenities and the chair thrown into the drywall, but he did in fact give Dak and me some breathing room. I stuffed our things into bags while Dak kept the phone leveled. Murph paced like a rhino in his corner, his words cutting through the adrenal haze clouding my senses: he dropped a racial slur at Dak and called me a pathetic virgin. Dak shared my smirk—if Murph knew either of us, he’d realize how tired those clichés were. The only thing that cut was his announcement that everyone in our clique thought we were the real assholes.
 
   It cut me at least. Dak, on the other hand…
 
   “You and I are both assholes,” he told Murph. “The difference is I don’t care what they think. You do.”
 
   We escaped the study room before the resident advisors could intercept us. We found Kevin outside smoking and tried to strike up a conversation, but he just chewed out Dak for setting things off.
 
   “Fine,” Dak said. “But I’m done gaming with that guy.”
 
   “Then don’t come back,” Kevin said. “We don’t want you unless you can make nice with The Murph.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “Apologize?”
 
   “For a start,” Kevin said.
 
   “Tell you what,” I said. “You go in there and toss tiny liquor bottles onto the floor. When his guard is down, I’ll wrangle him. We’ll hogtie him, dose him on tranquilizers, and sit on him together so Dak can approach and apologize for getting punched. How’s that?”
 
   “Your sarcasm isn’t helping.” Kevin’s I’m-the-adult voice was pissing me off.
 
   “Should I communicate my displeasure through interpretive dance?” I asked. “The Murph punched me.”
 
   “You jumped on him,” Kevin said.
 
   “He slugged Dak! He was all over him.”
 
   Kevin shrugged. “Dak instigated him.”
 
   My anger boiled over. Normally Kevin was the objective one, but I wondered if he’d been in the same room with me. “You’re making excuses for the guy who assaulted my friend. You don’t get to attack people who tick you off. Angry words get better words, not punches.”
 
   “But who had the power to stop it? Murph wasn’t the one in control of himself,” Kevin said.
 
   Dak snorted. “Whose fault was that?”
 
   “I agree The Murph was out of line. But Dak needs to make amends for setting him off.” Kevin glanced at me. “You can come back when you like, Isaac. I’m sorry you got hit.” He said “got hit” like I’d been standing in the way of a baseball. He turned to go inside.
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   Kevin paused. He turned around.
 
   “You blame Dak because he can be reasoned with and Murph can’t,” I said. “You’re one of those guys who just wants things to go smooth, but that’s not the same as doing what’s right. I don’t care if the easiest way to make things smooth is for Dak to apologize. It’s unhealthy. The Murph’s been messed up since we came back from summer break, and you’re not doing him any favors.”
 
   “You want to talk enabling?” Kevin asked. “How about you and Dak?”
 
   “Sure, but ours is the endearing kind,” I said.
 
   “Adorable, really,” Dak said.
 
   “Dak is out,” Kevin said. “I blame him because he can’t keep his mouth shut; I blame you because you won’t see how much Dak needed a punch to the face. I have it on good authority from Jessie, Alex Prime, and Alex Lambda that they’ve had enough of The Isaac and Dak Show too.”
 
   “Then I’m out,” I said. “Anyone who wants to play in my games is welcome—even Murph—as long as they’re sober. But Dak will be there.”
 
   “Fine,” Kevin snapped. “But I hope you can run a two-man game, because that’s what it’s going to be.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be our first,” I said.
 
   He pushed through the door to deal with the upset RAs inside.
 
   Dak and I left.
 
   ***
 
   It was a long walk to our room. Our school was built by Presbyterians as a women’s college. An artifact of that era meant that all the original men’s dorms were constructed across a ravine. The Presbyterians assumed a hundred-foot drop into a body of water would stop horny co-eds. Judging from the shotgun marriage of my great-grandmother to my great-grandfather, love had prevailed.
 
   “Slow down,” I said. Dak was pumping his wheelchair and outdistancing me. “You fly when you’re mad.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, throttling back to my pace.
 
   Dak was still grumping, so I slipped behind his chair and took the push bars. I jogged us down the walk. Dak hated when anyone else pushed him, but for me, he released the wheels. I chugged along and frowned into the silence. “You’re not doing it.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   “You have to do it,” I yelled.
 
   “Make me.”
 
   “I’ll date your sister,” I sang.
 
   “Fine.” He hunched forward into a racing position. “Vroom, vroom, vrrrooooom.”
 
   Once I’d had my fill, I slowed and let Dak take back over. A sideways glance betrayed his grin.
 
   After a while Dak said, “He shouldn’t have hit you.”
 
   “Or you.”
 
   “He shouldn’t have been able to hit you,” Dak said. He was looking at his legs. Dak had always been protective of me, but it was easier before the accident. Growing up, his parents were close to my Aunt Amy and Uncle Scott, so we played together a lot. Our friendship was sealed the day he stood up to the neighborhood terror, Mandy Craig; in middle school, Dak sprouted and turned into a strong son of a bitch. Once, when Tommy Marcuse stole my paperback and tore it in half, Dak had snatched his Twinkie.
 
   Tommy shouted, “Give it back, you donkey-lipped half-breed.” Because Tommy was one of the more eloquent racist jagoffs who gave Dak hell for his DNA; the ineloquent ones just dropped the N-bomb.
 
   “Hey, Tommy,” Dak said. “Know what a money shot is?”
 
   Tommy’s eyes narrowed.
 
   Dak slammed his fist down on the Twinkie. He struck it with enough force to blow the wrapper open and all the icing splooged out the opposite end, decorating Tommy’s face and shirt. “How’s that taste?”
 
   The memory elicited a snicker.
 
   “What?” Dak asked.
 
   “Tommy Marcuse,” I said.
 
   Dak laughed a long while. “Wish I’d had a Twinkie tonight.”
 
   “We shouldn’t laugh,” I said, even though the blackness of my own laughter lifted my spirits. “Tommy’s a racist dick, but imagine what his family’s got to be like. I read in the news that after graduation he got sentenced to community service for fighting his dad.”
 
   “Didn’t know that.”
 
   “Then he got real jail time,” I said. “I guess his community service was janitorial duty in the courthouse and he stole a bunch of memory cards from the court’s computers.”
 
   “That sounds like Tommy,” said Dak.
 
   “Back then, he outweighed me and goaded other kids into saying crap about you. Now, though? Look at our lives and look at his. Feels sordid. Laughing at him.”
 
   We approached the wooden bridge arching the ravine. “You’re thinking we’ll feel that way about Murph someday when he’s doing time for his third DUI?” Dak asked.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You’re thinking there’s reasons Murph and Tommy do what they do,” he pressed.
 
   “There are.”
 
   “Every rotten thing’s got a root cause,” Dak said. “But a root cause isn’t the same thing as an excuse.”
 
   “What’s the root cause for Murph?”
 
   He shrugged. “Could be lonely. Or depressed. Maybe someone he loves killed themselves and he’s never gotten past it. Or he might just be a horrifying person deep down—that happens too.”
 
   “Have you heard—”
 
   “I know what you know,” Dak said. “We fished him out of a bottle after his fraternity kicked him to the curb. He seemed kind of cool, so we did what we always do. We invited him to play games so that he could be weird instead of weird and alone. We take in strays. Some people are strays because the world damaged them. Others, because they’re dysfunctional, and that’s not necessarily their fault. But some strays are unsafe people.”
 
   This was something I was coming to grips with about nerd society. Or any society of outcasts, really. “So maybe there’s a good reason for tonight.”
 
   “Even if he’s got a reason, he’s got no excuse,” Dak said. “So he’s in pain. All right. He’s decided to inflict his pain on others. Our pain should bring us together. It takes a selfish man to use his pain as an excuse to hurt people.”
 
   “That’s easier to say when you’re not in pain,” I said, thinking about Tommy and wondering what exactly it took to make someone stab their own father with a broken bottle.
 
   “Someone, somewhere, probably still believes in unbroken people,” Dak said. “But if you pulled nine guys off the street, I’m pretty sure I could tell you ten tragedies.”
 
   We both crossed the bridge in silence, passing over a chasm full of old shadows that leered up at us. The only sound was the rumble of Dak’s wheelchair against evenly spaced boards.
 
   ***
 
   I settled into my rolling chair, my head radiating pain. Dak passed me a bag of frozen peas. “For your obnoxiously large, easily targeted head.”
 
   “You’re a peach.” I rummaged for an old ball cap and widened it, using it to secure the peas to my head. The pain eased and I sighed.
 
   I pulled out controllers and Dak and I played video games until the carnage lulled us into a mindless kind of mindfulness, fingers twitching as we blasted our way through Imperial Stormtroopers together. It took my mind off the residual anger and dragged my heartbeat down to a resting rate. It also helped me ignore the fear: I’d been hit before, but never from behind or by a friend. It bothered me that Murph knew where I slept.
 
   Dak and I went through the motions in our video game. “When are you going to learn to shoot straight?” he asked.
 
   I turned my character and shot his in the back of the head. “That looked pretty straight.”
 
   After that we ignored the enemy and blew each other up with grenades.
 
   “Truce,” I said after Dak’s grenade sent me spiraling off a walkway to my doom.
 
   “Of course,” he said, right before he lined up a sniper rifle and picked me off at the respawn. “Oh, sorry, was that you? It’s okay, I’ll run up and heal you.” He switched to a medic class, but took out grenades instead of a medkit, lobbing them at me as I sprinted away. “Come back! These grenades are full of tenderness, I promise.”
 
   We killed each other until the computer enemy defeated us, but I regarded the session as a success. I dropped my controller, stood and stretched. “I need some air.”
 
   “Going to draw?” Dak asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Murph’s still out there.”
 
   “He’s probably still sorting it out with the RAs.” Besides, I reasoned, Murph was done with us. Tonight had been the work of a guy without impulse control, not a sociopath.
 
   I packed art supplies and my tablet I used for digital art. I also hefted the old, leather-bound notebook embossed with the stencil of a red gemstone on its cover. I put on the backpack and carried the notebook gently in my hands.
 
   I hiked campus in the deserted dark, early-autumn breeze ruffling my hair. Every scrape of a fallen leaf made me jump, but as predicted, Murph didn’t stagger out of any shadows.
 
   My “studio” was in Old 88, a brick school building in the shape of a shoebox, constructed in the 1950s when it was considered wasteful to do something more interesting with government money than stacking cinderblocks into a big rectangle. Half its windows were tarped over and construction fences wrapped around three of its four sides.
 
   My key opened the back stairwell. The renovations to Old 88 were floor-by-floor and I’d been assigned a summer internship with Dr. Simons, tasked with clearing out supplies from the art department on floor two and moving them up to the temporary art room on four. I would eventually move them back when construction finished, but Simons let me use the fourth floor after hours. This was probably against campus policy, but the man once threw a paint balloon at Richard Nixon. He wasn’t big on rules.
 
   The art room was floored by scuffed linoleum, chipping paint on its cement walls, and its weak fluorescent lighting was supplemented by studio lights. I flicked them on, hung my jacket and backpack on a rolling chair, and arranged easels near the computer station. One piece at a time, I removed six paintings depicting the world of Rune from storage compartments and placed them on the easels.
 
   I had first encountered Rune while cleaning out storage on floor two, documenting and labeling what I found. Rune was a total of forty-three interconnected fantasy paintings, featuring natural environs like coastlines, jade forests, and shadowy volcanoes belching fire and smoke. Dragons proliferated, swooping over terrified armies or bowing, dark-hooded acolytes. Those not featuring dragons depicted a primitive, stoic world of stone and iron, savage Herculean men, and a disturbing trend of shackled women.
 
   I was more impressed by the scope of the initial work than the individual pieces, which sometimes felt rushed—an off proportion here or there suggested the sort of inattention in the early phases that had characterized my own work during high school. The colors were bold and bright, but edged too close to three-color comic book. I couldn’t tell if the artist was trying for that effect—if it was just stylized—or if he hadn’t spent enough time in realism to do well with color. The use of shadow, interesting at first, became oppressive and a crutch toward the end of the series. I’d spent hours charting the progression, watching the artist grow from one to the next, the colors getting brighter, the shadows darker, and the women naked-er.
 
   And then, on piece thirty-four, it changed. I couldn’t make out the scribble of either artist’s signature, but they were clearly different people. It was as obvious from their paintings as their signatures, though. The medium shifted to colored pencil and the motifs were radically different. There were hardly any colors at all in the thirty-fourth and thirty-fifth pieces, which were done in subtle gradations of deep earth tones, so influenced by realism and so devoid of flash that they came off the page like a dream. They seemed, really, like a subtle wag of the finger at the first artist. It was then I realized these two artists were in a kind of conversation with one another. 
 
   The second illustrator’s work touched on new content: attention to faces and expression, a level of creativity and research on the wardrobes that made the world’s culture pop. It also contained my favorite of all the pieces: an image of a handsome, silvery drake hauling an apple cart while chatting with a villager at his side.
 
   I was impressed with the first artist’s energy and awed by the second’s technique, so I dove in. The world started to feel like a real place, and I wanted to paint my own version of it. Dr. Simons agreed to let me work up my own illustrations over the course of my college career and present it all together as a capstone project alongside some of the college’s former talent. 
 
   So I created Rune, assembling it from ideas inspired by the original works—the Isle of Ipsus, the ancient lands of the north, and the great cities of Korvia surrounding the central sea called Osra’s Eye. I’d planned to do at least five illustrations a year, but over the course of just my sophomore year, I ended up doing twenty-seven. I’d never been so productive, and it felt good to watch my technique sharpen. I felt like that second artist in particular had pushed me to hone my skill.
 
   Under my stylus, Rune became more technologically advanced. I spent more time on cityscapes and traded the swords and the orcs during the battle scenes for sky ships and magitech lightning cannons. I tried to reference the other artists’ styles—bright magical effects lighting up a grittily real battlefield, or a fashionably attired elf wrapped in the coils of a dragon, but stroking the underside of its loyal snout: harkening back to the shackled maidens, but subverting the trope. It wasn’t so much a happy medium between two artists as my own extension of what they’d both done. I was continuing their conversation.
 
   Tonight I assembled on the easels an eclectic mix of Rune’s art: a few paintings from both artists and from me. One advantage to my own space was that I could surround myself in images, a ritual that sometimes put me in a creative mood.
 
   I booted the computer, plugged in my tablet, and flipped through the leather-bound notebook. I’d found it in a dusty trunk filled with Mom and Dad’s things, the remnant of a bygone age. I’d had it a long time, the pages too important to fill, but the red gemstone on its cover seemed too perfectly evocative of Rune’s magical heart. I’d finally settled on a use for the book, filling it with setting concepts and scribbles. I leafed through my ideas until the computer warmed up, setting the notebook on an end table cluttered with art supplies.
 
   I opened Mermaid Field Trip, my latest work in progress. The painting was in its final stages, featuring a tropical lagoon scene. Rising from the lagoon was a plump and matronly mermaid with silver streaks in her hair, arms folded as she sternly observed a half-dozen adorable mermaid schoolchildren flopping around on land, poking at the surface-world wonders.
 
   I zoomed on the expression of a freckled mermaid tot, her nose ten inches from a colorful island bird. It was supposed to be the centerpiece of the painting—the moment a fish-person met her first bird—but I was worried I hadn’t sufficiently dragged that moment off the canvas. I had tried capturing awe on her chubby face, but something was missing. I tweaked shades and attempted to imbue her with a glow. Maybe her eyes should reflect more light, I decided. I stretched for one of the art room’s reference books on facial expression.
 
   My hand knocked over a bottle of red paint atop the cluttered end table. The cap hadn’t been screwed on tight and bounced across the floor. The bottle drizzled a slash of fire-engine red over my open notebook.
 
   “Crap!” I snatched the notebook and groped for a towel, wiping it clean. Then I blew on the page to dry it. Turning it end over end, I confirmed the leather cover had a red stain. At least it’s not ruined. I suppose now it just has some… character. Most of my things acquired “character.”
 
   I turned back to my painting and blinked. It had gone blurry. Mermaids were shifting slowly across the page, like watching old animation frame by frame. Just how tired was I?
 
   The freckled girl smiled at me, eyes glittering with that wonder I’d been trying so hard to capture, except trained on me instead of the bird.
 
   My heavy eyelids shut. I slumped and had the sensation of falling.
 
   Instead of jerking awake, my next sensation was of landing hard on wet sand.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two: 2d8 Orcs
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke, I could smell moss and feel wet sand against my cheek. The whole lagoon was tented in palm trees and dappled with green sunlight. I had a sense something was missing—I had seen this place a hundred times before, summoned it into being with my stylus, but now I could see things beyond the narrow frames of my canvas.
 
   I was disoriented. Confused.
 
   Not least because of what woke me. It hadn’t been mermaids—I had a vague memory of their stifled giggles, the splashes as they’d fled from this place the moment I entered.
 
   No, I’d been woken by the looming shadows of ten porcine orcs. The one at the front tromped over and clutched me by the arm. “Found some breakfast, boys!” he cheered.
 
   I wanted to believe it was a dream, but no amount of shaking my head dispelled it. I was in emotional freefall, trying to process my sudden relocation on the food chain; trying to find a way back to the fortress of protective clutter in my shadowy dorm room. Instead, the orcs tied me to a tree in a jungle by light of day.
 
   An hour ago I had problems, but I didn’t have getting-eaten problems. I was inexplicably outdoors, watching ten of those greenish, muscular Tolkien rejects building their cooking fire higher and hotter. I couldn’t even reason it away as some elaborate prank. The orcs weren’t just monstrous in their faces or the warts speckling their bodies—their arms were too long, their legs too stocky, their backs hunched at angles a human cosplayer couldn’t mimic.
 
   The humid air pasted my Hawaiian shirt to my chest, my jacket and backpack atop an office rolling chair that looked incongruous lying nearby on a patch of wild grass. The orcs sniffed my backpack and stuffed it into a sack. One cut slivers off the rolling chair’s faux-leather seat, tried to eat it, and upon discovering it was inedible, dashed the chair to pieces in a rage.
 
   The tree they bound me to had clusters of red, wedge-shaped fruits that didn’t belong in my world. The green lagoon beside us was fed by a waterfall that shimmered in rainbow hues. I was more concerned with the oversized meat cleaver they were sharpening.
 
   “I hungry,” complained a tiny orc-nugget whose helm drooped down to the bulb of his warty nose. “Build fire faster.”
 
   The steroid-drenched captain swatted the little guy and went back to sharpening his cleaver. “We roast first. Loosens tongue.”
 
   “Roast?” moaned the orc-nugget. “Blech. Ruins meat.”
 
   “Got to roast. Otherwise, he no answer questions!” The captain paused from the whetstone to tick off each stage of his plans on his fingers. “First we roast him. Then questions.” He seemed to lose count and gave up on the fingers. “Then we eat.” He went back to sharpening.
 
   I gaped, unable to wrap my head around the horror; so instead, I blubbered. “Consider my tongue limbered up. I’m Isaac Myers. I’m twenty years old. My interests include reading, illustration, and surviving breakfast. You want answers? I’ve got all the answers you want.”
 
   The first blow I’d suffered had come from Murph; it was nothing compared to the second. The captain’s backhand hit me so hard I didn’t feel it. My ears buzzed and bright pinpricks assaulted my vision. I gradually became aware of my numb fingertips and toes, the rest of my nerves switching back on in clusters, like breakers in a house flipped one at a time. Wet agony filled me and I regretted my big mouth.
 
   “Silence!” the captain bellowed. “Torture first, then questions. It tradition.”
 
   Their fire blackened a tree limb until its paper bark flaked off in black crisps. It wasn’t hard to imagine my skin doing the same. Swallowing, I tried to work the cotton balls out of my mouth. I’m a talker by nature; it’s just how I handle terror. “Hey, you know this violates the, uh, Geneva Conventions. I’m an American. And a wizard! With, like, freaking spells.” A talker, certainly, but no wordsmith.
 
   The captain stooped close, until I smelled how he liked his meat: aged and putrid. “Oh, you crafty. You answer questions without us even ask. You wizard, eh? American?”
 
   He knew America? Hell yes, I was saved! I vowed to buy a gun for each hand and fly Old Glory off a pickup truck built in Detroit, forever. “I am. I’m a powerful, seventh-level American wizard. I know cantrips and democracy.”
 
   His face scrunched up. He no more knew democracy than he’d have understood basic decency or the purpose of soap. It was like dealing with a YouTube commenter. But he snapped his fat fingers in recognition. “You a wizard, like we was told to bring back.”
 
   “Aww! No fair!” whined the tiny orc in the helmet. “What we eat now?”
 
   The captain, still nose to nose with me, grinned without looking back at the shrimpy orc. Something in his eyes suggested that was the wrong question at the wrong moment. The captain whirled and swung his cleaver. The shrimpy orc’s head bounced twice and went plop as it hit the lagoon. The pack of orcs turned, realized what had happened, and then pounced on the body. They clumped around it, ripping and stuffing gore into their throats, slurping at the bones of their former comrade.
 
   I tried to look away, but the captain pulled my jaw in line. He made me watch. “This you if you run,” he growled. Then he joined in.
 
   I lost the Quarter Pounder I’d eaten for dinner.
 
   ***
 
   After “breakfast,” I swore off meat. Forever. I would sustain myself on optimistic thoughts and kale. But they marched me through lunch on a few swallows of water, so by dinner I missed that Quarter Pounder I’d heaved up. Near evening I whittled my prohibitions down to raw orc flesh, but had they presented me sushi or a medium-rare steak, all bets were off.
 
   The march took us across rocky goat paths, and the air was a muggy soup thick with mosquitoes. Each insect was big as a quarter, burrowing its needle into me and leaving itchy, swollen lumps on my sweaty flesh. The air smelled of salt water and the palm-leafed trees were filled with exotic birdcalls. Sometimes the narrow path wrapped around a cliff-side and opened to a vista of the sea, a shimmering expanse of green-glass waves that seared my retinas.
 
   This wasn’t Ohio anymore, and a day of marching convinced me I wasn’t dreaming or insane. Insane would have been way better—three square meals a day and pills to make the bad green men go away. No, I was just hopelessly screwed.
 
   As best I could figure, I was on the Isle of Ipsus: a volcanic paradise filled with colorful birds and mermaids, a short skip from the temperate mainland, Korvia. Distressing facts, as these places were fictional.
 
   Late that night the orcs forced me from dense jungle onto a strip of white beach that stretched off into the distance until the darkness erased every detail. Glossy black waves tumbled over one another, hissing up the bright sand toward my feet. I gazed into the expanse of the sky, which contained in volume twice the usual number of stars. Oh, and the glow of three moons: one the traditional silver, another looming large and red with bands of orange like Jupiter, and a tiny blue one bright as a cat’s eye half hid behind Big Red. I swallowed at the scope of it. It was all so much larger than when I’d painted it last summer.
 
   The orcs shoved me to my knees near a crooked, timber dock and lit a driftwood fire in front of me. The captain sprinkled peppery sand from a pouch, and the fire burst into high green flames. 
 
   A face appeared—human, with a heavy brow and probing eyes outlined in what, honest to God, looked like eyeliner. His wild, ’80s-style hair was feathered to an improper volume and adorned in a diamond-encrusted circlet. He reminded me of an ageing rock star from the era of Big Hair who had yet to give up the lifestyle.
 
   “Lord Dracon,” groveled the captain as he bowed face-first into the sand three times. “We find you American wizard.”
 
   My internal threat-meter dropped off precipitously at his name.
 
   “Bring him closer,” said Dracon. He stroked one of those feathered locks with an index finger, his hand displaying six opulent rings.
 
   The orcs tossed me forward. I wondered if Dracon would break into a David Bowie song.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   Instead, his green-glowing face scoped me out through the fire, down and up and down again until it felt wrong. Like he was dissecting me. I smiled, then stopped, then cleared my throat, unsure of the proper etiquette for greeting an evil overlord. Should I kowtow? Should I have brought a gift basket? I didn’t even know what kind of tribute overlords liked. I knew for sure you couldn’t give an evil overlord money; that was just thoughtless.
 
   “He the one?” the captain asked.
 
   “Yes, he is,” Dracon said. “Magnificent. Bring him to Sky Keep. Be sure to search him. If he has anything in his pockets, take it from him. Do not let him have any writing utensils. If he tries to draw something, even with a stick in the sand, break his hands.” Dracon the Fascist looked at me. “What is your name?”
 
   “Isaac.”
 
   “You’ve taken something from me that you can never give back, Isaac.”
 
   “While no doubt true, have you given any thought to what I can give you?” I asked. I was loath to surrender one of the last things I had left from my parents, but it was the only real technology on me: I flicked the clasp off my father’s wristwatch and presented it. “I see that you’re a wizard. I happen to wizard a little myself. This is my most powerful creation: a chronometer capable of withstanding fifty atmospheres of water pressure. It grants long life and sex appeal and the power to speak with dolphins. It’s yours for the low, low cost of not murdering me. Do you want to control time? Just send me home. Think of the dolphins.”
 
   “Still your tongue!” he shouted, voice booming such that all the orcs flinched. My threat-meter started to climb. “I am no mere hedge wizard!” Dracon roared. “I know a wristwatch from an enchanted treasure, and I know a boy from a man.” He tilted forward. “You will be put to use, Isaac—restoring that which you put wrong with your meddling. And if you cooperate, there may not have to be much torture.”
 
   I remembered to breathe.
 
   “Meanwhile,” Dracon told the captain, “ensure he arrives whole. It is not acceptable to snack on his arms or legs. The last prisoner you brought me had hardly enough flesh to whip. Now journey quickly! I want him in Sky Keep by dawn on Fifth Day.”
 
   The fire winked out.
 
   “You hear master,” growled the captain. “We go by boat tonight, meet dragons halfway. Is Second Day now, only two days till Fifth Day!”
 
   I noted the orcish proficiency for math.
 
   The orcs emptied my backpack and pockets, confiscating my meager belongings—my father’s watch, some pencils and a pen, and my wallet. One of the orcs stole money from my wallet and I wondered if it was worth something, until he later wiped himself with it after a short squat. Figured—an orc wiping its hindquarters with my last five dollars. What was that, a metaphor for my whole life?
 
   ***
 
   I had anticipated a huge, three-mast sailing ship since there lay a hundred miles between Ipsus and Korvia. Instead, I sat in something rating slightly above a canoe. Eight orcs stabbed paddles into the water, attacking the ocean in time with barks from the captain, who sat in back just behind me and kept one fist on the boat’s rudder. Each wave heaved us into the air, then dropped us into its trough. Sometimes the prow chopped hard into a crest and the ocean soaked me through.
 
   The wind stole my body heat and set my teeth to chattering while the boat rocked like a kiddy rollercoaster ride that never ended; I got to experience the unique sensation of being starved and nauseated at once. Throughout it, I tried to puzzle through what was happening.
 
   The orcs rowed hard and I examined them. The boat lurched, the sea spray stung me, the sun burned my skin pink. This was no delusion, no dream. It was real. Rune was so real I could taste the air.
 
   I’d fallen into my fantasy world.
 
   But not entirely mine. These orcs were squat, bowlegged, and feral. Their ugly pig snouts and tusks reminded me of Gamorreans from Star Wars. The hideous little sparkplugs of war wielded axes and machete-type swords, wore cobbled metal armor, and smelled like wet dogs with open sores. I recognized them from the first artist’s work.
 
   I’d painted orcs, inspired by Dak’s setting notes—in the process of painting Rune, I was also transforming it into a setting for both role-playing games and my ambitions as an amateur novelist and fan-fiction author. Dak’s orcs lived in the Mountains of Karok and the Northern Spine. They were big as bears, muscular, but with more humanity in their grim faces. Their skin tones ranged from nearly black to olive and hunter green. They were well bathed, and wore pristine furs and fine armor. Some of these details came out in my piece, The Wedding Ceremony, in which two orcs married in full warrior dress, but the rest was in Dak’s setting notes, which I’d compiled with my own.
 
   Anyway, Dak’s orcs were cold-weather barbarians. Low-tech but civilized in their way. These orcs? I was half tempted to ask them how many hit points they had.
 
   No matter who’d made this world, I needed out. I wasn’t cut out for an era before supermarkets, and Dracon had promised torture. I had a good imagination and was trying not to let it loose.
 
   Maybe I could outsmart the orcs and flee. But the more I grinded my brain on that, the less it seemed likely. I figured those pig noses could track me, and I knew from the march they never ran out of breath. I’d run cross country in high school, but they’d chase me down like wolves. If their sense of smell was so good, I wondered why they didn’t bathe once in a while. Hm. Filthy. That was it. The idea came to me as most ideas do—fully formed, hitting me square in the face. I smiled.
 
   “Hey, Captain. I’m about to pass out. How about lunch?”
 
   The captain snarled. “No rowing, no food.”
 
   I hacked and made my best show of weakness. “Wizards have to eat. If not, I’ll die. We pathetic human creatures can’t go more than a day without food, or our pitiful hearts just stop beating.”
 
   The captain gnashed his teeth and regarded me with a combination of disdain and suspicion. “That true. Human heart is pitiful. And taste stringy.”
 
   I filed that one in the same place I put horrifying images encountered on the Internet—in a special brain space labeled “Nightmare Fuel.” Then, licking my dry lips, I lifted my shirt and showed him my skinny chest. “You can almost see my ribs. Yesterday, I was fat.”
 
   The orc was horrified at my chest, and they all gawped. One gasped, “How it still alive?”
 
   The captain glared, but he dragged a sack from the boat and threw it into my stomach. I opened it and uncovered moldy bread and, thank God, no raw orc flesh. I choked down fistfuls of bread in spite of its dorm-room quality, until the captain jerked the bag away from me. “That enough! You eat like pregnant female!”
 
   I briefly considered convincing them male humans could get pregnant, but decided against. I could feel my hunger receding from alarm-bell territory.
 
   It took effort to hold the moldy bread down through choppy waves, but my strength returned. I assessed the boat: wide enough for orcs to sit two abreast. It rocked heavy when the waves plowed into it, so the captain endeavored to steer us prow-first into each wave.
 
   I just waited.
 
   By early evening, almost a day and a half since I’d arrived in Rune, an orc bellowed, “La-and!” I could see the relief in their beady eyes.
 
   Relieved, because orcs obviously despised the water. I felt a cruel smile on my lips—the one I always get before slaying orcs. Except this time there were no respawn points.
 
   Or are there?
 
   “Land,” I said. “That’s great. But I’m hungry again, and I ate most of your food. Seeing as how I have to live to be tortured… who do we eat next?”
 
   The captain growled. This was not a subject he wanted to discuss at sea, but the question perked up the head of every orc like a cat on hearing the vacuum cleaner. Their attention shifted to the captain in unison. “We… find food on land,” the captain muttered, unconvincingly.
 
   “That’s not what you told me before. You promised sweet, tender orc fillets. C’mon, who are we eating next? The small one again?”
 
   The smallest orc at front growled and I could tell I’d picked a mean one. He drew a stout axe and the captain snarled, “Put that away! He lies.” The captain grabbed my arm, trying to hold the boat steady with his free hand. But now his hands were full and he could do little more than shake me.
 
   The shaking whipped me around, but I kept at it: “You promised! You said we’d roast it first, to a nice pink medium rare. You promised I could cook him using an elven recipe!”
 
   Among the few things lurking in the dim vaults of my memory in relation to orcs was their hatred of all things elven.
 
   “What!” hollered the small orc. He started to push past his compatriots toward the captain and two others also stood, iron hissing from their scabbards. “You not cook me with good orc recipe? This abomin—abomina-ration—abomination!”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said. “It doesn’t seem like orc would be good with an au jus, but it was that or the truffle sauce, and I just think that would be too mellow.” At last, my home economics class paid dividends.
 
   “Au jus!” the small orc wailed. “That final straw! You eat me with real gravy or not at all!”
 
   Since the captain now faced an armed adversary, he let go of my shirt and drew his sharpened cleaver.
 
   Waves lifted us into the air and the boat skewed somewhat without its captain. I let the scene unfold, every orc drawing, tensed, ready to kill. I tried not to think about how I had only one shot at this. We rode another wave up, then down. Just then I saw it—as the captain bellowed an order to stand down and every orc pondered whether to skewer or not to skewer, a wave—my wave, tall as a house—rose until we were in its shadow.
 
   I seized the rudder and jammed it hard to one side. My muscles tensed, it nearly wrenched from my grip, but it worked. The boat swung to the side. The great black wave, full of spit and spray, rammed our side rather than back or prow. Our narrow vessel surged up the watery cliff, turning, turning, every orc hunkered to clutch the boat’s bottom—but “bottom” was no longer our boat, it was the foaming sea.
 
   The swell tossed us into the trough and I smacked the water with a vague sense of green monsters plopping into the sea all around me.
 
   Submerged, I kicked hard, surging to the surface and riding another tall wave. The sea had done its job—our boat capsized. True to stinking form, the orcs sputtered in the water, their armored bodies flailing. None was a proficient swimmer. Four, including the captain, fought to tread water but the remainder never surfaced.
 
   “Right the boat!” ordered the captain. He lunged, arms flapping in the water as if he were trying to fly after being dropped from a cliff. I imagined his legs pumping twice as fast beneath. He and another orc slapped paws to the capsized vessel, struggling to climb atop it.
 
   I dove under, opening my eyes in the salt water, and aimed for the boat. I rose beneath the vessel and grabbed hold of the rails. I noticed the captain’s stowed bag—not the one with rancid food, but the one they’d stuffed my backpack and art supplies into after searching me on the docks. The sack was beaten but looked watertight, so I snatched it.
 
   Bag in hand, I heard shouts from the orcs on the capsized boat, hollering a “heave ho!” type of thing, trying to right it. If they did, I was screwed. When one side of the boat lurched upward, I snagged a railing by instinct and threw my weight onto the side flipping into the air.
 
   The result couldn’t have been more perfect. The boat hoisted halfway out of the water, rather than all the way over—and the ocean surged into its half-tipped interior. Flooding, the boat sank into the murk of the sea, lost forever. Another wave seized me and tossed me up, then hurled me back down.
 
   I surfaced to the sight of two orcs who had been trying to regain their boat, flailing about in shock as their last hope for survival disappeared beneath the waves. They set their furious stares on me and lunged with murderous howls, all of Dracon’s orders likely forgotten.
 
   In all my life, no one had ever looked at me and then given chase with the full intention of ending me. It was a thousand degrees beyond what I had experienced with Murph. Some small part of me up to that point had probably wondered what I would do in that kind of situation, but my reaction was immediate and hardwired. Evolution had me covered. I even thought partway through my mad swimming frenzy to dive underwater and change directions. When I next broke the surface, the orcs were going the wrong way. Neither could do more than thrash around in the ocean. Perfect.
 
   I left the orcs to drown. The equipment bag bobbed hard to the surface, buoyed by the air still inside what looked like stiff animal gut with fine stitching to seal it against the water. Importantly, it kept my sketchpad dry. Also, I was able to hug it to my chest and that helped in not drowning, which was pretty cool, too.
 
   I started for the distant shoreline the orcs had spotted. I remembered how people sometimes drowned in placid lakes trying to swim out to islands, because they were unaware how distances across water could fool you, or how quickly the water drained one’s strength. But I pushed the thought aside. I can make it, I told myself. I can make it.
 
   I repeated the mantra when my limbs grew leaden. I repeated it when I inflated my lungs and rode the waves on the animal-gut bag. In time, too, the waves grew shallow, the ocean less aggressive. The shore swelled in size, albeit slowly. The sky darkened and what strokes I could manage became sporadic, halfhearted. I willed my stiff legs to propel me a bit farther.
 
   In time, despite the shore in sight and individual trees large enough to make out, I could swim no more. My limbs failed me. Even if I’d had more gas in the tank, I feared it would take until dawn to finish the final stretch at the pace I’d been going. Desperate, tired, and with a ragged thirst from having sucked in too many mouthfuls of seawater, I sank.
 
   My feet touched sand. I stood, and the water lapped at my shoulders.
 
   Never before had I felt such a strong combination of elation and stupidity. It gave my body the boost it needed to wade to shore and, once there, I collapsed onto soft sand, panting, my spent limbs immobile as boulders. I couldn’t stand, though if I could, I’d have used it to drag myself up the beach in search of drinkable water, my tongue parched dry even with my body sopping wet.
 
   I flopped onto my back and stared into the brilliance of Runic stars. I had taken time to invent its constellations and named them in my head. Big Red shone foremost among the celestial bodies, so near to this planet I could appreciate its marble-smooth, orange and red surface. “Seven orcs soloed, plus a swimming skill challenge,” I croaked skyward. “Do I get a level yet?”
 
   I laughed at my stupid joke and passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three: Call Me Grawflefox
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dad! Look what I found!”
 
   I winced at the voice, which woke me from a dream about orcs and the ocean that made no sense anymore. Who’d let the little kid into my dorm room? And who’d opened the curtains? I shielded my face from the sun and realized I could hear the ocean, smell the salt, and that someone was poking my ribs with a stick.
 
   Not a dream.
 
   A skinny brown-haired boy of late grade-school age stood barefoot in the sand, dressed in plain trousers and a tunic. He swished the stick he’d poked me with in the air, like he was cutting down foes. “Oh hey, you’re alive.”
 
   “More or less,” I croaked from my spitless mouth. When I swallowed, it felt like there were fissures in my throat. Sitting up made me aware of sore muscles in my chest and stomach I normally ignored. Every motion in my legs was red-hot agony. 
 
   “In that case,” the boy announced, flicking the stick around so that the tip rested on my nose, “you are my prisoner.”
 
   “Oh no,” I said, raising my hands. “I’m at your mercy.”
 
   The boy tilted his jaw up. “Say I am the queen of the realm and you may live. I will keep you to groom horses and name you Grawflefox.”
 
   “Queen?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed and I realized my error. “I’m beginning to think you aren’t horse-grooming material, sirrah.”
 
   “Oh no, queen, of course,” I said quickly. “I just thought ‘empress’ would be more appropriate.”
 
   The stick swished down and the girl put both fists on her hips and examined me. “I like you, Grawflefox.”
 
   “You got any water?” I asked, the words like needles against my arid vocal cords.
 
   The girl flicked the stick under her armpit with drill-instructor precision and marched off. When she returned, she was dragging an enormous, definitely-male-this-time version of herself by the pinky finger. They had the same hair and eyes, though the girl was a twig and her father more of a redwood. He quickly produced a waterskin, though, and rushed it to my grateful hands.
 
   The first crisp pull of water seared down my esophagus, and though it hurt, it felt like my whole body was singing, my flesh revivified as every cell drank its fill. I tried to stop, but couldn’t, until the big man’s hand closed around mine. “Easy, lad. Little at a time.”
 
   “Right,” I said, focusing on the two of them now that my eyeballs had lubrication again. “Who are you?” 
 
   “Brettin,” said the man. “This is me child, Bretta. What are you doing all washed up on the shore?”
 
   I clutched my skull. Now that my whole body wasn’t begging for water, smaller pains came to the fore, including a dull throb in the back of my head. “Sank my boat.”
 
   Big Bret chuckled. “They don’t work so good when they’re underwater.”
 
   “In my defense, it was full of orcs when I sank it.”
 
   “Orcs!” Little Bret growled. “My mortal enemies.” She leveled her stick. “Tell me you aren’t mixed up with orcs, else I’ll split you from face to fork.”
 
   “Bretta!” her dad barked. “What’d I tell you?”
 
   She sighed and rolled her eyes. “No splitting face to fork until I’m older.”
 
   “No splitting face to fork at all! No more beating on boys, either. And I told you no cursing, not until you’re moved out.”
 
   “ ‘Fork’ isn’t a curse!”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “We eat with them!”
 
   “We best not eat with ’em when they’re the ones you’re talkin’ about! No curses, not until you’re thirteen and gone to take trials; then you see what those instructors have to say about your language.”
 
   “That’s only 838 days off! I checked.” She glanced my way. “Queens are good at sums.” Her eyes slatted. “It’s from counting our enemies.”
 
   I liked the Brets, but they aired their disagreements at full volume and it was awkward. When they seemed satisfied, their attention swiveled back to me while I was mid-sip on the water.
 
   “How many orcs?” Big Bret asked.
 
   “Nine got in the boat, I think.”
 
   “Seven came ashore,” he said. “Their corpses at least. We’ve scavenged iron off the ones the sea saw fit to deposit. We got their gear in a cart over the dune. Seeing as we have you to thank for the scrap, how about we hitch you a ride and split some of the coin?”
 
   I politely refused the money on Protestant instinct and immediately regretted it since I was penniless in the kind of world where no one was likely to take plastic. Worse still, Big Bret didn’t offer twice—he took my “no” as a “no,” and helped me over the hill to their cart. Every step was a labor because my body moved like a puppet manipulated by a drunkard. 
 
   On the way, Little Bret stabbed my sack with her stick. “I’ll need to inspect that for weapons. You might be an assassin.”
 
   “It’s just a rucksack from the boat,” I said. “They put a bunch of my stuff in it.”
 
   Big Bret gave me a boost onto their cart, which had two wheels and was drawn by a six-foot-high horse with hooves as wide as paint cans, and I wound up seated on the inside of some orc’s breastplate. Big Bret led the beast and Little Bret hopped into the cart across from me, crouching with an impish gleam in her eyes. “Time to split the treasure,” she said.
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “You took their rucksack. Sure, it has your stuff in it, but it probably also has orc stuff in it. Let’s say we go halfsies on the loot and someday when I’m an Akarri warrior, I’ll let you come on adventures with me.”
 
   “I thought you were going to be Queen.”
 
   “When I retire I’ll be a queen, but you can’t be a queen until you slay some dragons.”
 
   “Is… is that seriously a thing?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder at Big Bret. Was there a dragon-slaying requirement to public office here?
 
   “No,” Big Bret groaned. “It’s all them damn stories! What we get for living near a tavern.”
 
   “Queen Adelestrei slew fourteen dragons in the High Era,” Little Bret said matter-of-factly.
 
   “And Eliandra’s Queen now and she’s slain zero,” gruffed Big Bret. “Besides, you can’t be Queen unless you’ve got pointy ears. It’s the law.”
 
   I did remember that. The ruler of Korvia was always elven. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, figuring that elves were older and wiser, so of course they’d make better rulers. Little did I realize I’d locked poor Bretta out of her career.
 
   But she just smirked. “I’ve got that part figured out. There’s magic all over the realm. Got to be girl-into-elf magic somewhere. I don’t mind the pointy ears that much; it’s finding the magic that’s the trick.” She gestured at the sack. “Now c’mon, open it up. I’ve never had treasure before. You think anything survived the water?”
 
   “It’s stiff material and the stitching is incredibly tight,” I said, fighting with a wooden cap that covered the drawstring portion. “This plug here protects the strings, keeps it watertight. At least I hope, since my gear is paper.”
 
   Little Bret prodded the sack. “It’s made of animal gut. Sheep, maybe.”
 
   “Do orcs have a lot of sheep?” I asked, finally snapping the cap off. 
 
   Her eyes widened. “I bet it’s made of people.”
 
   “Bretta!” her dad barked. “It’s made of sheep and that’s that.” 
 
   I winked conspiratorially at Little Bret. “See that mark? Looks like a tattoo.”
 
   She examined the blotch while I rummaged and drew out my wristwatch, backpack, sketchbook, pencil set, and erasers. There was also a yellow No. 2, which for doodling I liked better than the fancy, expensive pencil sets. I stuffed my wallet into a back pocket before Little Bret could see photo ID and try to confiscate the “magic.” Instead, she snatched my sketchpad and paged through my work. “They’re beautiful. Oh! You drew an Akarri! She looks like she might jump right off the page.”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” I said, snatching it back. The picture of the Akarri—I realized it was the order she wanted to train for—featured a gorgeous woman in a steel bikini top and chainmail skirt. Yes, I sometimes drew beautiful women in less than totally full dress, but I had no desire to share those sketches with a ten-year-old.
 
   “Have you ever seen the Akarri?” she asked. “They protect Queen Eliandra and fight dragons. I’m going to join their academy when I turn thirteen, and that’s how I’ll get my start.” She swished her stick around.
 
   “Sounds like a dangerous line of work,” I said.
 
   “Better than being a farmer’s wife or a barmaid or whatever else is back home,” she said.
 
   “Nothin’ wrong with honest work or marriage,” Big Bret said. “Suited me and your mother just fine, gods rest her soul.”
 
   Little Bret dug through the rest of the bag and found more moldy bread, jerky that she immediately tossed from the wagon with a feigned retch, and two smaller pouches. One jingled and produced two fistfuls of oval, silver coins and a smaller stack of copper triangles. Little Bret’s eyes widened. “Must be thirty chits here, Dad! And some coppers.”
 
   “What!” He wheeled and stared at the coins.
 
   I realized that was a lot of money. In my notes on Rune’s economy, a silver chit would buy most mundane things—give or take some coppers—but to common folk, it must have been a lot. Indeed, thinking about how much food it would buy made my mouth water.
 
   “We split it,” Little Bret said. “You promised.”
 
   “That sounds fair. How about it?” I asked Big Bret.
 
   He nodded, staring at the coins a while longer, and then took hold of the horse again.
 
   Little Bret pried open the second pouch and poured into her palm a few grains of black sand that I’d seen the orcs use at the campsite to summon Dracon’s face. It was coarse and peppered with diamond-bright sparks.
 
   “Magic,” Little Bret whispered. “Dad! There’s conjurer’s dust!”
 
   Big Bret wheeled and snatched it from his daughter’s hand. He hurled the pouch deep into the forest like it was a grenade.
 
   I gaped. Shaking my head, I asked, “Was it dangerous?”
 
   “Black magic,” Big Bret growled. “Only Lord Dracon’s forces use black magic anymore.”
 
   “Anymore?” 
 
   They stared.
 
   “I’m from a far-off land. This is my first time in Korvia.”
 
   Big Bret let out a held breath, body trembling. “Long time ago, plenty o’ humans used conjurer’s dust, witch’s wands, and black magic. My wife… her family were witches in a time when it was needed. We cast those ways aside when we found the rune stones in the great cities. Our giving up black magic has made Lord Dracon… angry.”
 
   I remembered drawing the rune stones and the magitech they powered. Each magical stone was inscribed with symbols that programmed it with unique powers. But conjuring dust and black magic didn’t sound like my world at all. “Why does it matter that Dracon’s angry?” I asked.
 
   “All black magic comes from Dracon. And as we started following the new ways, Dracon’s magic has only gotten more twisted—just like the man. Once, a pinch of that stuff, a few words, maybe a deal with the local faeries, and you could mend a wound or ward off the orcs for one more night. Today? The world’s more civilized and only the desperate or the wicked use it. The cost for us normal folk… it’s too high.” He shuddered. Then he went back to the horse.
 
   Little Bret watched him, and there was something sad in her eyes. When we were moving, and beneath the sound of rolling wheels, she whispered, “I got sick when I was seven and they couldn’t get me onto the boat for Amyss in time to reach the healing stones. Mom used conjurer’s dust and spoke to devils to get me better. They took her, though.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “My mom died when I was little too.” I didn’t give her the pity eyes. I had never liked it as a boy. Instead, I asked, “Do you remember what she was like?”
 
   “Big as a house!” Little Bret said. “Dad says I’ll get that big someday.” She flexed her skinny arms. “My mom used to slaughter cows. Bam! One shot of her pickaxe, straight into the skull. One-armed! Then she’d drag it to the hoist and sometimes she’d let me ride on the carcass.”
 
   “Reminds me of my Uncle Scott.” Glancing over at Big Bret again, I plied him for information. “So you’re no fan of Lord Dracon.”
 
   “No. Once, a long time ago in my great-grandfather’s time, he was a hero. But now he’s a warlord, a killer.” Big Bret spat angrily into the dirt. “Cavorts with orcs n’ devils n’ dragons. He’s got a thousand wyrms circling that Sky Keep of his. Calls himself the Dragon Lord.”
 
   “Just how old is this guy?”
 
   “Older than all the kingdoms,” Little Bret said. “Stories say he’s older than mankind, older than time itself.” She leaned forward. “The old stories tell of him saving maidens, slaying armies of orcs, and rescuing us from dragons. He beat the elder horrors back to the Far Wastes. Then after the Cataclysm, it all changed.”
 
   I hadn’t drawn any cataclysms. “I’ve never heard of that.”
 
   “Where are you from?” Little Bret asked, skeptically.
 
   “Ohio.”
 
   “You made that word up.”
 
   “I totally didn’t.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “The Cataclysm changed everything about a hundred years ago. Dad! What happened a hundred years ago?”
 
   “How old do you think I am?” Big Bret asked. “My great-grandpa lived through it. From what my own father told me, it was a time when the gods hated all mankind. But instead of destroying us, they set out to fix us. Continents moved and mountains rose from the sea. Rivers carved the earth and forests grew overnight. The wickedest cities with their slave markets and coliseums vanished, and whole nations were swallowed by the ocean. The people didn’t so much die as… just found themselves living somewhere new all of a sudden. Moved across the world, from one place to another.
 
   “After the Cataclysm, things got better. The cities were like fortresses, full of rune stones and wonders, and we didn’t need Dracon no more. He left for the outlands and made an empire among the orcs and what barbarians were left.”
 
   “Why didn’t he stay?” I asked.
 
   “In the old days we worshipped him like a god. He was the one who kept us safe.” Big Bret shrugged. “Once we got the new councils and governments running in the cities, once Korvia came together, we didn’t need gods like Dracon. The Cataclysm pushed the worst of the monsters into far-off lands. People weren’t scared, and we had the rune stones—you ever seen them?”
 
   I nodded. Those stones powered everything: sky ships, floating temples, and fireball-shooting cannons. “I’ve heard of them.”
 
   “They’re bright, colorful gems,” Little Bret said. “There’s a whole secret magical language inscribed on them.”
 
   Secret magical language, my ass. It was just kanji. Thanks to my laziness, Japanese was now a secret magical language.
 
   “So no one knows where the stones came from before this Cataclysm?” I asked. I’d never included setting notes on how they were created, so I was intensely curious.
 
   “No,” Big Bret said. “And we don’t know where they come from now. We just found them lying around in the cities, ready to use. Dracon’s been rounding up as many stones as he can, destroying them.”
 
   “Some hero,” I said.
 
   “You best steer clear of Lord Dracon,” Big Bret said. “He might not rule in civilized lands, but there’s no one man in the realm more powerful.”
 
   And he wanted to torture me. Terrific. My stomach in knots, I wondered where I could possibly go to get away from the lunatic. I brooded the afternoon away and near sundown Big Bret called out, “Astor’s ahead, stranger. Don’t think we caught your name, by the way.”
 
   “It’s Grawflefox,” I said, grinning at Little Bret. If Dracon was looking for me, a new name seemed wise.
 
   “Hope you don’t plan to blend in with a name like that,” Big Bret said.
 
   Good point. “How about… Clint Eastwood?” Damn my love of 1980s science-fiction  movies.
 
   “Very prestigious family,” Big Bret said. “They own half of Astor. It’s a woodcutting town, after all.”
 
   “I could be from a different family of Eastwoods.”
 
   “What, the criminal Eastwoods? Pig thieves who cheat at cards,” Big Bret said. “Maybe Grawflefox is for the best.”
 
   We rounded a bend and Astor appeared above the next rise, its four- and five-story buildings ignited by the glow of street lamps. At the heart of the city a massive spire jutted into the sky, on scale with the Washington Monument, except with wooden docks protruding from its four sides, staggered in a spiral that went around and around to the very top—each one for loading sky ships. The spire, Astor’s air station, bristled with lightning turrets. The station and the surrounding buildings were made from handsome, white stone and cast in electric blues.
 
   The lamps caused the unusual blue lighting. Each one was fitted with a blue crystal that illuminated the streets. I’d planned for different cities to be lit with different-hued crystals to give my nighttime skylines some variety. As our wagon trundled through the echoing, empty streets of Astor, the azure glow gave it a haunting quality. The city’s architecture was dressed in eldritch scribbles along its ancient columns. All these things pleased me as an artist, but every movement of the shadows made me jump and then curse my own aesthetics.
 
   The city was composed of stone and strong timbers. Rune stones could be designed to alchemize mundane materials, granting stone superior tensile strength and wood greater load-bearing capacity. Thus, the city was not built from modern materials—merely from alchemized versions of whatever was in abundance. The streets were paved with cobblestones, rising and falling with the contours of the earth. The buildings and streets followed the shape of the land, unlike the plowed-flat quality of some U.S. cities. I knew from my first breath of the city air that Astor was unlike most of my own culture’s pre-modern cities. There was no stench of human waste, which indicated the sewer systems I’d jotted into my notes were functioning; the air wasn’t chalked with coal dust as it would be in Victorian England, since the chief fuels used for heating and locomotion were rune-powered steam engines.
 
   The road still had horse manure, though, which I hadn’t anticipated. Some had been swept up, but when everyone’s main mode of locomotion ate and crapped all day, I figured government services could only do so much.
 
   I felt a glow of pride seeing the aboveground steam pipes running alongside every major building. Each city block had a steam engine buried near its center, since the high-pressure pipes could only transfer heated water so far before it cooled—even pipes enchanted for greater durability and insulation. As a power source, it didn’t have the citywide range of electricity, but it was a lot more fun to sketch a steam-driven power grid.
 
   I thought about the huge water pumps that would be chugging along at the city’s periphery, feeding fuel into each block’s steam grid. I wanted to see the gargantuan pistons churning up and down, to hear the hiss of released pressure from their exhausts as they filled the sky with a hot vapor cloud. The brute power of each cycle of the five-story engine would fire rhythmic tremors through the earth. Maybe in the morning, I decided, when I can see them better.
 
   Before, I’d been thinking about Dracon and dying, but now I wanted to drink this world, some of which I’d drawn and some of which I’d only imagined. I badly wanted to see how closely it matched my vision.
 
   “This inn’s expensive, but it’s got folk from all over and you’ll blend right in,” Big Bret said, motioning to a building labeled Cross-Corners Tavern. I was pleased I could read the sign—that the common tongue was English—because it meant I was still literate.
 
   Cross-Corners sat at an intersection of the city’s major thoroughfares. Yellow lantern light came through the windows and blended with that of the street lamps. The indistinct chatter of a laughing crowd eased my anxieties.
 
   Big Bret helped me from the cart and I realized he and Little Bret were headed elsewhere. I smiled and shook hands with them both, taking half the orcs’ coins from Little Bret. “Thanks for the ride.”
 
   “Any time. You ever get out from under Dracon, come pay us a call,” Big Bret said. “We live in Tanesville, just south of Astor.”
 
   “Be off with you, Grawflefox,” said Little Bret. “You bore me.” But she hugged me anyway and hopped back into the cart with a frown. Their cart jerked to a start and turned the corner, and the Brets were gone from my life. For now, at least.
 
   The tavern was set two steps deeper than street level and I eased down, acutely aware of every obscure muscle a body uses to swim. The innkeeper charged me two chits for the room and five coppers for a plate of whatever filled the front room with a savory beef aroma. It turned out to be a rich broth thick with tender celery, beans soaked through with flavor, and chunks of roast that dissolved on my tongue. It was served with a hunk of hot bread the size of a softball and a sliver of butter melting into the fluffy white contents of the crust. When I bit into the soft crumb, it stretched before snapping off.
 
   I ate to the dregs of the bowl, sopping up the last teaspoon of gravy with a hard chunk of crust. I sucked a few final molecules of salty broth off my fingertips and fell back, sated. The tavern keeper came around with a glass of drink and I winced at the dry bite. Wine. They didn’t card on Rune, then. Normally I’d abstain, but alcohol was the only muscle relaxant on tap. I drank half a glass.
 
    Content and imbued with the glow of wine, I fought my way upstairs and into a room hardly big enough for the bed, desk, and chair. There was a crystal attached to a metal pipe along the wall and I fumbled with it. I’d designed the concept: these crystals could convert ambient heat into light, and so it was plugged into a pipe that drew off one of Astor’s steam grids. It nevertheless took me a moment to figure out how to turn the device on. Flopping onto my bed, I stretched out—winced—and opened my sketchpad.
 
   I examined the Akarri warrior. She was part of the all-female honor guard who protected the Queen in the capital city Amyss, and her armor consisted of a chain skirt and a metallic bikini top on her taut, athletic build. While she wasn’t as stupidly busty as most women in this particular genre, I was always simultaneously impressed and embarrassed by this sketch. Tawdry, I knew. But she makes me feel things. It was hard to demand more of a pencil and paper.
 
   It wasn’t just the skimpy armor, though. I’d captured her ferocity in the eyes. Her dark hair was a tangle of barely contained curls, sprung with energy. I could imagine her pacing the floor like a caged tigress, irritated if she went too long without using that wicked blade of hers.
 
   I wondered if this warrior really existed somewhere. The skies and steam-powered cities of this world looked like what I had sketched and painted; the orcs and the road manure suggested it wasn’t totally mine. Had I created this world with my paintings? Or did this world somehow influence my imagination? I didn’t even know why I was here or whether I could return home.
 
   Home. I remembered my last Saturday morning before leaving for campus. Aunt Amy had woken me early to slaughter a chicken for dinner. As had been our tradition since I was eight years old and cried after she whacked off one’s head, I gave the eulogy. After lunch, Uncle Scott and I took some cans of gasoline over the hill to deal with a wasp nest. Uncle Scott and Aunt Amy had argued about whether gasoline was an organic pesticide, with Uncle Scott’s argument based mostly on the fossil record.
 
   I thought about my town, the old high-school swing sets, and the smell of popcorn in the air at a midnight showing with Dak. I grinned. If he were here, he’d be trying to figure out how to throw fireballs somehow. He’d tell me to suck it up, seize the day, and find a way home. Maybe that was the right advice.
 
   For now, I had to sleep. I flipped to a blank page in my sketchbook and applied the lead of my faithful No. 2. The lead practically moved on its own and, line by line, I realized my tired mind was sketching a rune stone. It was no surprise. They were my go-to doodle, along with faces, eyes, and ninja-versus-snakeman fights. It was a good way to strip off the excitement of the day and worries about the future, losing myself in the scratching of my pencil. My mind had run hot all day, threatening to burn a hole through the bottom of my skull, and now everything in me relaxed.
 
   I finished the stone and scribbled kanji characters at the corner of the paper. I vacillated between writing “fire” or “lightning” on the stone. Finally, I just added them both.
 
   I was physically exhausted, but my mind was still focused on my predicament. I switched gears and sketched what gradually turned into a shotgun. Once I’d started it was hard to stop, and I added a fantasy twist, reworking its shape to make it more streamlined and organic. When the outline was done, I felt tired enough to sleep, but my plan had backfired and I wanted to do more. On the second pass, I gave the weapon a woodwork-and-brass aesthetic, proud that my practice in the steampunk genre had paid off. On the third pass, my shading brought out the gleam of the brass and polish on the wood.
 
   By then, the pencil was heavy and my eyelids spent more time shut than open. I etched nonsense runic markings into the gun’s barrel and drifted. The sketchpad slumped to my chest. I sank into the firm mattress and goose-down pillow. Maybe if I slept, the world would reassemble into something that made sense.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four: Hold B to Slay Dragon
 
    
 
    
 
   The bed rattled me awake and I flailed stupidly for the alarm. “Too early for a fire drill,” I groaned, socketing my head into the pillow. Another rattle. The shrieks outside were making it hard to fall back asleep.
 
   Shrieks? I jerked upright. Reality crashed into me in twenty-foot waves. I hopped from bed and floorboards vibrated beneath my feet like struck piano strings. The bed juddered. A violent tremor in the stone walls cracked my window’s glass. “Earthquake,” I said, half asleep. “Earthquake.” I tripped over something and hit the floor hard.
 
   Then I heard it: a keening that raised gooseflesh over my whole body. The screech fused the cry of a Jurassic Park velociraptor with a jet engine, and as it rose, I clapped my hands to my ears. It crossed overhead with the howl of a freight train and, once passed, the screams outside had grown in volume.
 
   I’d tripped over a metal lump that lay atop my sketchpad, and I reached for it. It was the brasswork shotgun in full-color, three-dimensional glory. The red rune stone also glittered in the room’s dim light. My brain tried to assemble an explanation for this and failed, so instead of processing, I collected my things, shoved the sketchpad into my backpack, and picked up the rune stone and gun.
 
   Adrenaline put my limbs mostly in working order. I hustled through the abandoned front room. The door was swinging on its hinges and plenty of tables and chairs were upended from a crush of people fleeing. The floor rumbled again and dust unsettled from ceiling beams.
 
   I rushed outside.
 
   That jet engine screamed and I glimpsed a silhouette swoop across the striped skin of the moon. The shadow was serpentine and sailed on mammoth wings. “Oh holy living zombie Jesus.” I spun and the city’s air-defense tower was cracked in half; what remained was on fire.
 
   Crowds surged through the streets like confused extras in a Godzilla movie and, true to form, I joined the throng. We barreled down the street without really knowing where to go. Pillars of black smoke rose into the sky and every fifth building was engulfed in flames. I tried to ignore the roaring bonfires on the street, and the shadowed figures within, their jaws slack from their final screams.
 
   A gale blew at my back and I had a sense something flew over me. Massive wings flapped, moving like wet things in the night. I looked in time to see the serpentine chest and tail flicker by, two stories above but close enough to make out the ridges of its individual scales. Fear turned my extremities to ice and liquefied my bowels. My numb legs propelled me from the crowd into an alleyway, and my brain buzzed with alarm. There was room for only a few mental processes, most of my non-terrified mind dedicated to controlling floppy, sprinting legs and to not crapping down the world’s only pair of blue jeans.
 
   The alleyway dead-ended at a highly inconvenient wall of stones, but I scaled a hay wagon parked in front. The straw pricked my hands as I scrambled atop the mossy wall with the steampunk gun tucked into my armpit. The other side was a community park, full of trees and a little creek that terminated at a pond. I dropped to wet grass, twisting an ankle, and sprint-limped for the bridge across the creek. I could hide in the water underneath. Perfect!
 
   A shadow passed overhead. By reflex, I tucked into a ball and slid through wet grass. Something heavy shook the earth, making me bounce on the lawn.
 
   I peeked from beneath my elbow and the starry sky was clear of Paleolithic monstrosities. Standing, I turned for the bridge and was stopped by a wall. Which was odd, because I hadn’t remembered a wall in my path.
 
   I certainly had not remembered a wall made from dark, rigid bricks, tightly overlapping one another like armor plates, and so logic dictated this was not in fact a wall—but I was in rebellion against logic, since it was being a dick.
 
   I swallowed. The sound of that swallow filled an otherwise eerily silent park, the screams now distant. My mouth opened, but no words came from my tightened throat. No, the only noise at all was the soft flap of folding wings and the gentle, breezy pfffft that indicated my precious blue jeans were ruined.
 
   It was the monster’s neck. I turned my head and its face was on the other side of me, beaky jaws parted to reveal a furnace glow from deep inside its guts. Its eyes were sunk back into the horned mask of bone on its face, and the reflective gold of its sclera held primordial hate. In their depths, I registered my own expression. It seemed to say, “You poor, dead fool.”
 
   The dragon slithered closer around me, trapping me within its coils. It exhaled from two nostrils the size of portholes, and dry heat blew my hair straight back. The beast sniffed and then reared, shaking its head and sneering with disgust.
 
   Was that why terror caused humans to soil themselves? Dak would call it an evolutionary adaptation. Hopefully, the trail of lukewarm shame down the back of my pant legs rendered me inedible.
 
   That brief respite made me remember the brasswork cannon in my hand. My terror-addled brain processed the fact sluggishly, like it was digesting a pound of greasy bacon, churning it over and over to find a way to break the enormity of the substance into something more manageable. But the thought could not be reduced any further than this: I had to shoot the goddamn dragon.
 
   The mechanism to snap open the steampunk gun was convenient for my thumb. I flipped the break action open and my bumbling fingers found the rune stone I’d pocketed, fighting it loose.
 
   The dragon’s head tilted quizzically to one side. A sound whispered from its gaping jaws—human words. I got the impression the dragon was a conduit for them, like some kind of reptilian speaker system. “So, boy,” Dracon said through his pet. “You escaped my orcs. But I have many servants. You have two choices: I crush you here, or you climb astride Asharra and she brings you to—oh. Oh God. What is that stench?”
 
   The rune stone clicked into its slot and I flicked the action shut. I hoisted the gun and trained it on the dragon’s open maw. The metal sights wavered. A decade of target shooting with Uncle Scott did little to correct for five-alarm terror, but I was in a way blessed that my target had a head the size of a Cadillac Escalade.
 
   “A gun?” Dracon asked. “All the power in the universe and you summon a firearm.” He scoffed. “I should have known to expect something so pedestrian from the likes of you.”
 
   Why did he talk like he knew me? How did he even know what a “firearm” was? Never mind that. It was time to die a crap-stained hero’s death. I squeezed the trigger.
 
   Nothing happened. Uh-oh.
 
   Dracon cackled. “A broken firearm, no less. You artless hack!” The dragon’s jaws opened wider, twitching in preparation to strike.
 
   I squeezed again and held the trigger down. The series of runic scribbles on the gun’s barrel lit up in sequence. As each scribble lit, the gun vibrated harder with unreleased power. Of course, I realized. Hold it down to charge the blast. We’re doing this Metroid-style. When the last scribble lit, I released the trigger and something not entirely fire or lightning erupted from the barrel. The stock punched my shoulder. It went off like a grenade in front of my face.
 
   I think I slammed my back against the ground. I couldn’t see or hear. I rolled around on the grass, scrambled, felt for whatever direction gravity wanted me, and climbed onto shaky legs. Then I fell again. There was no more gun in my hand.
 
   Eventually, when the world coalesced enough to make some sense of it, I discerned the blurry outline of the dragon’s neck, its unmoving body. I could hear nothing but loud ringing. Progress, I supposed. Moving gave me vertigo and I fell to my knees, vomiting. When I looked up again, there was a jagged, charred lump at the end of the dragon’s neck.
 
   I searched in vain for a head.
 
   There wasn’t one.
 
   The brasswork cannon lay on the grass with a plume of smoke like one from a chimney rising from its cavernous barrel. The grass surrounding the barrel had singed black. I crawled over to it and saw the runic scribbles glowing in the orange-hot metal. Somehow, it hadn’t melted. I managed to fumble the gun’s break open without touching the red-hot bits and the rune stone glowed like a coal. I dared not touch it.
 
   I bellied through dragon viscera and blackened scales, the smoking gun dragged along beside me. I put my hand into something lukewarm and lumpy like scrambled eggs. Brain or cooked eye? No idea, but I was completely empty of stomach contents to throw up.
 
   I rolled into the creek, sitting on the pebbled bottom so that water surged to my elbows. The gun made a sound like a hot pan hitting dishwater and the creek around the rune stone bubbled. Once it had cooled, I pushed myself downstream and let the current lap at my soiled pants.
 
   Standing nauseated me, so I checked my ears, relieved there was no blood. I could hear a few things over the loud ringing.
 
   It was funny how I went from terrified to ashamed without ever hitting anything between: I was alive. Huzzah! I’d also pooped myself semi-publicly. Crap! As I wrenched my shoes off—thankful they were clean—I glanced around to make sure no one had arrived on scene yet. I fought my soaked jeans, which had a death grip on my legs. Fortunately, these pants were the right blend of tight and baggy to keep the feces in a sort-of contained area. The boxers were next.
 
   At some point while naked from the waist down in a creek, nestled amid smoldering dragon remains that smelled like someone had lit a Chinese restaurant’s dumpster on fire, I got enough hearing back to notice the other screech in the air. Dread seized my heart. Of course Dracon hadn’t sent just one of his thousands of dragons. Because that would be what a stupid movie villain does.
 
   I waded for the bridge, towing pants and underwear through the water behind me. On the way, I snatched the gun and clicked it shut. It was still warm to the touch.
 
   If I had to fight dragons, I’d have preferred to do it in pants. But sometimes life is just against you.
 
   Once under the bridge, a brisk wind gusted at my back. I spun and faced another dragon, wings expanded with night air, descending at me with Hell rising out of its throat. This one was smaller. Like a bus. I hefted my cannon.
 
   A third dragon soared past this one. Except the third one didn’t slow. It careened through the air, rolling like a cat stuck in a dryer. It thudded to the earth and plowed into the park’s perimeter wall, still as a stone. Dead.
 
   I spotted a figure gliding through the sky from where the third dragon had begun its death tumble. My first thought was a bat. But I realized it was a man, arms stretched to both sides with a thin sheet of fabric slowing his descent to a glide. Not a bat. A bat man.
 
   The dragon that had just landed in the creek opposite me reared back, its neck forming an S-curve in preparation for popping my head off like the seal on a can of human-flavored Pringles. I trained my cannon, but before the dragon or I could act, the black-clad figure dropped through the last dozen yards of space. A glint of steel flashed in the darkness. The dragon’s head peeled slowly off, thumping at my feet.
 
   The rest of its body collapsed. An explosion of gore from its severed neck sprayed the bridge, the creek, and me.
 
   I stood in the creek, naked from the waist down and covered in dragon gunk from the waist up, staring straight into the face of a masked ninja holding a katana. The ninja took one step off the dragon’s neck, stared me down, and said in a gravelly voice: “You killed the big one.”
 
   I spat out a mouthful of dragon blood. “You’re welcome?”
 
   The ninja leveled his katana’s point at my throat. “The big one was mine.”
 
   “C—could you please elaborate?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five: With Apologies to Frank Miller
 
    
 
    
 
   I was wrong about the ninja’s sword. A katana was curved and single-edged. He held the point of a slender, thirty-inch blade so near my throat I smelled the tang of metal. It was double-edged and straight like a longsword, with the small oval crossguard of a katana. The elegance of the blade and its crossguard had deceived me from a distance, but now its wielder was giving me an up-close introduction to his cutlery. He handled it with care, its edge glowing diamond bright.
 
   “That… looks sharp,” I said. Not to mention lightweight, swift, and held so steady it wavered not a millimeter, nestled close enough that I was afraid when I gulped I’d slit my Adam’s apple on the point.
 
   “You stole my kill,” the ninja said. He stood a scant five-six, up to my shoulders, and wore armor plates over dark-gray clothing that hugged his lean frame. His face was wholly obscured by a porcelain faceplate shaped like a demon’s scowl.
 
   “Stole?” Personally, I’d have been thrilled to come to a dragon fight and find fewer than the expected number of dragons. “You… want to split the XP or something?”
 
   “That was a breeder. The breeders are worth eight hundred crowns,” he explained in a surprisingly reasonable tone. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?” He rotated the sword clockwise, like he was figuring out a more painful way to stick it in.
 
   “What? No! I don’t even like money. Keep it all, I don’t care. Do you want my money? Can’t stand the stuff.”
 
   “The price is paid on the fangs. You destroyed them.”
 
   “We could glue them together.” I glanced at the burning lumps of dragon head. “A sieve might help.”
 
   “Do I look amused?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t have eight hundred crowns! I do have this magical device on my wrist. It tells the time of day to the second and grants the power to speak with dolphins.”
 
   “I’m not known for conversation.” The ninja set the flat of his blade to the side of my neck. At the cool touch of metal my spine stiffened. He slowly lifted the blade and I listened to the rasp of it against my neck.
 
   “Not that I don’t appreciate the vorpal shave—ah!” The sword was up to my ear and it nicked me as he drew it back. “Can you at least kill me after I put pants on?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I really want to die with pants on.”
 
   “Tell me how you killed the breeder.”
 
   I gestured to the rune-stone cannon in my hand.
 
   “A handheld? Handhelds don’t do that kind of damage.”
 
   “This one did. You want it? It kills dragons real good. I’ll bet it’s worth more than eight hundred crowns.”
 
   The blade flicked back to my throat, this time so near that I could feel its hum on my sweltering neck.
 
   I groaned. I couldn’t read this guy’s face because of the dumb mask, so the only gauge for his mood was where he put his sword.
 
   “Who did you steal that weapon from?” he asked.
“I found it.”
 
   “On whose body?” he snarled, and the anger was so palpable I feared any answer I gave would mean death.
 
   “Don’t kill me.”
 
   “Whose body!” he roared.
 
   “No one’s! Look, I know this is crazy, but I—I think I made the damn thing. On accident. It’s complicated. I’d explain it if you took that sword from the general vicinity of my vital bits.”
 
   The ninja sheathed his sword in one smooth motion. “The stone, then. Where did you get it?”
 
   “I might have made that too.”
 
   The ninja went still. In an even, severe tone, he said, “You’re not lying. But you could be insane. If you want to avoid an asylum, you’ll provide me two answers.”
 
   “Just no algebra, please,” I whispered.
 
   He pressed his finger into the mossy wall on the underside of the bridge and scratched two symbols into the moss. “Tell me what these are.”
 
   “Is this a trick question?” I asked. “That’s a cross. Like a Christian cross. The other thing is a swastika. Nazis.” I’d already put my finger under my nose like a Hitler mustache before realizing those things didn’t exist in Rune. “I mean… that’s one thing they could be, but they could also be—”
 
   The ninja sighed. “You’re not what I was expecting.”
 
   I blinked. “I’m… expected?” I realized he’d been testing me on my Earthliness, which meant that—like Dracon—this guy seemed to know an awful lot more about my situation than I did. “You’re not about to tell me there’s some long-lost prophecy about me, are you?”
 
   The ninja snorted. “Only in the same way there’s a prophecy that drunks will stumble out of taverns. Eventually, fools like you end up in Rune. Now you’re coming with me.”
 
   “Can I do the pants thing first?”
 
   “Yes.” He grabbed the gun from my hand. “What is your name?”
 
   “Grawflefox.”
 
   “Lie again. I dare you.”
 
   “It’s a pseudonym, since an evil wizard wants Isaac Myers dead. How did you know I was lying?”
 
   “Trade secret. And Dracon won’t be defeated through a change of identity. He’s clever.”
 
   “So you know Dracon.”
 
   “We have our quarrels.”
 
   I struggled putting on boxers and my jeans, and took a moment to scrub off most of the dragon blood. The ninja kept an unsettling watch over me, even though he’d disarmed me. “Do you have a name?” I asked. “Or do I just call you Spooky Sword Guy?”
 
   “Call me Ronin.”
 
   “Seriously? That’s what you’re going with?”
 
   He didn’t move, but his stillness seemed different—like a more violent kind of stillness. “You disapprove?”
 
   “Were you written by Frank Miller?”
 
   “Do you want to see how many different pieces I can make you into before you bleed to death? It’s a surprising number.”
 
   “…that is, Ronin is a fine name, and your parents must be so proud.”
 
   Ronin hacked fangs from the severed dragon head in front of me. He was weirdly good at it, suggesting a career in dragon slaying or—perhaps—draconic dentistry. Either one impressed me, really. Once finished, he led me from the creek, up the embankment, dragging me whenever I stumbled. My ankle protested every step. He peeled a loop of cloth from his hip and holstered my gun there. So far, I’d seen his clothing configure into a glider and create its own holster. It reminded me of memory fabrics I’d put into a science-fiction setting once.
 
   “So your suit can change shapes,” I said. “What kinds can it make? Ropes and wires?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “And hey, if you’re going by ‘Ronin,’ that means you think you’re some kind of samurai. I’d originally guessed ninja. But samurai have a code of honor, right?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   I limped after him and grinned. “Having a code of honor means you won’t murder me for talking.”
 
   “Depends on the code.”
 
   “Does yours let you murder me for talking?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” He turned and I could feel his glare through the demon mask. “Because you will shut up regardless.”
 
   This guy didn’t know me very well. “Why?”
 
   “Because your every word is laced with unusual knowledge—you see this world from a perspective that grants you insight. Eventually, someone will ask how you prophesy. And if you answer honestly, they’re likely to kill you.”
 
   “Oh.” I thought about what our world would do to a guy who showed up one day and said, Hey, I wrote you and all your problems into existence. “Somehow I don’t think ‘oops’ is going to cut it.” I was just thankful I’d never written any tortured protagonists with slaughtered families into this setting, or they would hunt my sorry ass.
 
   Ronin seized my arm and dragged me on his march.
 
   “But, wait,” I said, barely keeping up. “Does that mean you know how I know these things?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “But you didn’t kill me. Why not?”
 
   His grip tightened. “Because you’re a bargaining chip and I plan to spend you well.”
 
   I realized he meant to sell me—perhaps even to Dracon—and squirmed in his grip.
 
   With freakish strength, he tossed me into the flank of the dead dragon we’d been passing. With one hand firm to my sternum, he pinned me flat to its hide. “Do not worry. I take care of my bargaining chips. You’re safer in my purse than anywhere else in Rune.” He touched my hair, rubbed it between his fingers as if to confirm I was real, and muttered, “No, more than currency. I keep your heart pumping and we win the war.”
 
   I oozed from his hold, chilled by the mercenary words coming through that scowling demon mask. What if it matched his real face? Though I shuddered, I realized his promise to keep me safe might keep me alive long enough to find a way home. “Does that make us friends?” I managed a playful grin. “The start of a long and beautiful friendship? Or an adventuring party, perhaps?”
 
   He clamped his hand to my arm again, dragging me along. “It makes you mine. That’s all.”
 
   “Wait, like a slave? Your prisoner?”
 
   “Like a stupid child who will die without me.”
 
   “Oh, okay, that’s cool I guess.”
 
   After plucking teeth from the third dragon he’d crash-landed into the park’s wall, he removed a red twig from his suit and lit it on a patch of burning dragon. The stick produced a column of red smoke that rose into the sky. The chalky smoke was illuminated by the glow of Astor’s burning and seemed vastly out of proportion to the size of the twig.
 
   “What’s that for?” I asked.
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   I knew Ronin was dangerous. He had threatened to open my neck over an innocent mistake, after all. Then he’d suggested I was a fungible commodity. But when a guy kills dragons with a sword and promises to protect you, he’s hard to dislike. He’d saved my life once and threatened it once, so being a gracious person, I counted us even. “Can I at least confirm you’re not handing me to Dracon as part of this ‘win the war’ plan?”
 
   “I already said—”
 
   “The two of you quarrel. Doesn’t mean you wouldn’t trade me for world peace.”
 
   “I threatened to turn him inside out. It was more of a promise, come to think of it.”
 
   “Okay then.” 
 
   “Besides, you have little to fear,” Ronin said. “Our plans align.”
 
   “Obviously, I’d rather Dracon not win any wars since he wants me dead,” I said.
 
   “It’s more than that. You want to go home someday?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “You can’t. Not while Dracon breathes. He controls the old magic—the portals leading from this world to yours. While he breathes, you’re trapped here.”
 
   I shook my head. “I came through a portal, though.”
 
   “That was a one-way portal,” Ronin said. “The exit portals are all controlled by Dracon.”
 
   “So I can’t check out until you beat this guy?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   This did not strike me as good news. Wars could go on for years. I worried for the first time what my aunt and uncle were going to do when they learned I’d disappeared from campus. I wondered if Dak would think The Murph had murdered me.
 
   In spite of those thoughts, my body slumped. With the danger mostly passed, weariness settled a familiar weight on my shoulders. I needed sleep before I was ready to tackle these other problems. I leaned back into the dead dragon’s hide to take the weight off my swollen ankle. My muscles were tight and I still felt filthy and in dire need of new clothes. But safety, no matter how transient, still counted for something. “Where are we going next?”
 
   “To Amyss and the Queen of Korvia.”
 
   That was good news. The Korvian queen was an elven inheritor from the Old Kingdoms, as beautiful as she was noble. I’d painted her in royal finery, modeled after a young Julia Roberts with white-gold hair. I bet she’ll know what to do.
 
   We waited as if for the bus, I leaning into a dragon’s scales while Ronin examined the skies. When his gaze zeroed on something, I followed it to a strange sight—the bottom of a sailing ship sliced through the clouds and descended toward the trail of red smoke. Its sails puffed fat with wind, it scudded straight toward us.
 
   Ronin took my arm.
 
   “Wait. Is that—are we going on that sky ship?” I asked.
 
   “Afraid?”
 
   “More like… fully erect.”
 
   He stared at his own hold on my arm, as if reconsidering.
 
   “This is the single coolest thing I may have ever done. And today I slew a dragon.”
 
   But the ship did not slow down. That perplexed me. Could it stop quicker than I anticipated? How did it stop, anyway?
 
   Someone tossed a long rope over its side and one end dangled all the way down to the city rooftops. Was it an anchor of some sort? The thing hanging on the end of the rope didn’t look particularly heavy.
 
   “Why isn’t it slowing down?” I asked. “How does it land?”
 
   Ronin snorted. “It doesn’t.”
 
   The rope soared over the park’s lawn, lower and lower, until it nearly skimmed the top of the grass and I realized the wooden contraption it trailed was… 
 
   “A stirrup,” I said, not far above a whimper. “Oh no, no, no.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Ronin said. It skated for us, traveling much too fast for a sailing ship, easily thirty miles per hour. My stomach lurched and Ronin, sure enough, hauled me with him as he snagged the rope and holstered his foot and stepped into the stirrup all in one go.
 
   I grabbed for the rope, missed, watched it pass between my hands—and Ronin’s grip cinched firm. His arm had my middle like a lasso and all the air kicked from my lungs. My body whipped clear, feet thrashing at the receding ground. Wind tousled my hair and my stomach flipped over at our rapid ascent.
 
   “Stop wiggling,” Ronin snarled.
 
   I realized he was all that held me aloft, his impossibly strong right arm around my torso and beneath both armpits, hugging me firm to the jabby armor plates on his chest. “You’re a terrible cuddler.”
 
   He sighed.
 
   As the ship moved, the rope reeled us upward at a fast clip, which was good because if it hadn’t, we’d have bashed into the roofs at the other side of the park. As it was, slate shingles fired rapidly beneath my toes and Ronin had to swing our weight to one side to avoid a chimney. Its bricks rasped at the seat of my jeans. 
 
   The rope dragged us above deck and I saw it was fed through a winch-and-pulley at the tip of a device not unlike a giant fishing rod swung over the rail. The deck was manned by three white-robed figures, their faces obscured by hoods. Their robes were each tied with a leather belt and bronze buckle adorned with the symbol of the sun god Varus. One operated the winch-and-pulley using a series of levers. Steam burst occasionally from an exhaust on the rotating spool of rope and I realized the winch—along with other parts of the ship—was powered by a steam engine. Surely other components were made possible by rune stones. How else could it fly? Not to mention its speed was probably breaking some kind of record for sailing vessels. Its sails held a shimmer brighter than white, like the color of moonlight, and I realized they were as alchemized as the steam pipes of Astor. Enchanted to amplify the thrust from wind, somehow?
 
   Ronin released me onto the deck, which didn’t rock like a normal sailing vessel. The only sign of our movement was the powerful breeze tugging at my whole body. The air tasted crisp and thin at this altitude. “This is great,” I said, smiling at everything. “These steam pipes do a circuit through the whole ship, don’t they? I’ll bet everything on this boat’s been alchemized for lighter weight. Oh! Did you lacquer the haul in something to cut down on wind resistance? Just how many float stones does it take to keep this thing up?” No one answered so I counted on-deck weapons. There were three. “Lightning cannons and a castor for anchor rods. Those must have cost a fortune.”
 
   Ronin paused on his way past me. Looking at me, but speaking to one of the white-robed individuals, he said, “Find him quarters. And get him new breeches.”
 
   I flushed hot as Ronin disappeared below deck. Then I looked over the white-robed figures and wondered why monks of Varus would help a mercenary samurai. The weaponry of this ship was very anti-dragon: lightning cannons to down them, then anchor rods to fire into their hides. Once the rods pierced dragon hide, they would operate like a whaler’s harpoon, except that instead of a rope, the harpoon was manipulated by a violet-hued, magical tractor beam called an anchor chain.
 
   I really, really liked my colors.
 
   The monk Ronin addressed bowed toward me. “Follow me.”
 
   I glimpsed a tangle of long, curly hair that fell from the hood and recognized it—and realized the “monk” was a woman. “I didn’t know Ronin worked with the Queen’s guard.”
 
   The woman pushed back her hood, revealing a familiar face that arrested me where I stood. Those sharp eyes and the wild springiness of her curls were unmistakable. It was the Akarri I’d drawn, now in full color. Her eyes narrowed in my direction. “How did you guess we were Akarri?”
 
   I couldn’t tell her I’d drawn her into existence. Seemed rude. “Magic? That is, sometimes—and only sometimes—my magic gives me special insights.” There we go. That works.
 
   “Is it because I’m a woman or a soldier?” she asked, fists firm to her hips.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “Do you think I’m an idiot because I’m a woman,” she said, raising one hand, “or because I’m a soldier.” She raised the other hand, as if weighing the two. “It’s hard to tell with you. If you were just another lonely man, I’d assume it’s because I’m a woman. Were you an educated scholar and a weakling, I’d guess it’s because I’m a soldier—that you assume your own lack of martial prowess must be balanced in some way by a warrior’s stupidity. But you have the appearance of both: alone and possessing the physique of a frail scholar. So. Which is it that causes you to dismiss my intellect—the shape of my body, or my profession?”
 
   “Um.”
 
   “Um?” She stepped forward, and I realized she was my height. “ ‘Um’ is not an answer. You had best give me better than ‘um,’ or when I go scrounging for fresh breeches, perhaps I’ll find them in short supply.” She leaned in closer. “Or perhaps I can lend you one of my skirts.”
 
   “Can I at least call it a kilt?” I asked.
 
   She scoffed, so obviously kilts were a thing somewhere in this world. But in spite of the levity, she still held me in her stare and waited for an answer.
 
   “The real answer is that I can’t give the real answer,” I said. I held my hands up, palms out. “It’s more information than I’m willing to share. I’m sorry.”
 
   Her scowl deepened. But after a moment’s impasse she said, “That answer was better. And do you know why?”
 
   “I didn’t assume you were an idiot?”
 
   “Correct. And that is always a good assumption,” she said. “My name is Captain Tammagan and this vessel is in the service of Queen Eliandra. She does not suffer fools on her boat. Nor do I.”
 
   “My name’s Grawflefox.” When she went to say something, I added, “It’s really Isaac, but I’m in hiding from Dracon. Speaking of hiding—why are you in disguise?”
 
   Her brow furrowed. “Are you from another land?”
 
   I glanced down at my blue jeans, Converse shoes, and Hawaiian shirt. “What clued you in?”
 
   “Are women permitted to take up arms in your land?” she asked.
 
   I blinked. “Are they not in Korvia?”
 
   “Ah. That is the source of your confusion,” Tammagan said. “A woman who takes up arms in Korvia is jailed, unless she is personally attending a female noble’s defense. The Queen has sent us with Ronin because she trusts us—but we are in disguise since we’re not directly guarding Her Majesty.”
 
   “That would explain why you were upset at my finding out so quickly,” I said.
 
   “Indeed. When the royal guard is illegally and secretly dispatched on matters of state, the Council starts to throw around heavy-handed terms like ‘high treason.’ ”
 
   “Well hey, on the bright side, we’re all committing it together!” I said cheerfully.
 
   She frowned at me. “You’re staring.”
 
   “I am?” It was true. Since I’d realized she matched my drawing, I’d been examining the lines of her face, surprised to see them in motion—shocked at the range of her expressions and how different it was from what I’d scratched on paper.
 
   “And not like a man usually stares at me. Like you’re searching for things and… finding some of them.”
 
   Self-conscious, I glanced at my feet. “Sorry.”
 
   “See you don’t do it again. Your eyes bother me.” She said it in a superstitious way, and I wondered what it was like to be assessed by one’s creator. Was that what she was feeling? “I am halfway to believing your story of strange ‘magic,’ Magister Grawflefox. That is what you are, isn’t it—a wizard?”
 
   “Of a sort.”
 
   She shuddered.
 
   ***
 
   Tammagan took me below deck and showed me to a small cabin with two racks of bunks. She folded the bunks on the opposite side of the room into the wall, giving me a small amount of floor space. I tested the other and found the mattress to be soft, the pillow firm with goose down. Ten minutes later, Tammagan returned with a change of clothes and a narrow cart holding a washbowl with hot water, towels, and soap. “This will have to do; the showers are in use by my soldiers, and they would not enjoy your presence there.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said sheepishly. “I must smell awful.”
 
   “Many a brave warrior has beshat himself in the presence of dragons,” Tammagan said.
 
   “Has an Akarri ever done that?” I asked, semi-hopefully.
 
   She laughed good-naturedly. “Of course not. But it could be worse. You didn’t eat any.”
 
   I blinked.
 
   “Had a friend in the Knights of Korvia. His first engagement was a charge into enemy lines. He draws his saber, ready to trade steel, heart pounding like a war drum. What no one told him was that if you’re in the back, all the horses in front of you have soiled the earth from end to end. Just as he’s bellowing a war cry to cover up how terrified he is, the horse in front of him kicks up an enormous pile of shit.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Right. In. His mouth.”
 
   “Bet that never made it onto the recruitment posters.”
 
   Tammagan chortled. “They sell it as excitement, travel, and chivalry, but really it’s just about riding down a hill all together in a great cloud of dust and cursing, swinging steel into the hapless enemy.”
 
   “The Akarri do another kind of job?” I asked.
 
   She propped herself in the door on her elbow and I could see her pride boil to the surface. It was like when I asked my Marine friend CJ about what made him better than the Army. “The Knights are an elite unit, but they’re for large-scale fights.”
 
   “The Akarri don’t fight in big battles?”
 
   Her face soured, like I’d poked a sore wound. “No.”
 
   “But aren’t the Akarri a guard corps?”
 
   “Bodyguards who don’t often make it to the front lines,” Tammagan said. “But we are also warriors trained from childhood, and each is loyal only to the Queen. While we have certain limitations…” Clearly she didn’t want to discuss them, whatever they were. “…queens of the past have seen value in our loyalty. Queen Eliandra in particular has broadened our training to tasks less suited to knights and soldiers. The sorts of jobs that a small, stealthy, highly trained unit is more suited for. Besides, soldiers are often more loyal to their generals—and to the nobles on the Council—than to the Queen.”
 
   I blinked. “Son of a crap. You guys are a black-ops unit.”
 
   “Black… ops?” She seemed to suck on the words. “I like the sound of that.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t kidnap and torture people opposed to the Queen, do you? You don’t kick in doors at night and drag terrified people to prison?”
 
   She stiffened. “My honor would not allow it.”
 
   Okay, so Seal Team Six, but not the Gestapo. Check. “It’s just that where I’m from, nefarious rulers dispatch ‘secret police’ to crack down on their political enemies.”
 
   “That is certainly not Her Majesty’s prerogative. Though we may provide certain… intelligence… on those who plot against her, our martial functions are only deployed in defense of the Queen’s body or against enemies of the state and beasts of terror—such as the dragons Ronin slew tonight.”
 
   “How do you know Ronin? Where’s he from and why do you work with him?” Ronin felt familiar even though I knew I hadn’t drawn him. Or had I? I hadn’t recognized Tammagan right away because of her disguise. What was under that demon mask?
 
   “Ronin works for Queen Eliandra,” Tammagan said. “I’ve no knowledge beyond that. You’re free to inquire, but Ronin may not react well.”
 
   “What’s his usual way of reacting?”
 
   “He threw one man over the deck. Tied a rope to his ankle first.”
 
   “Was it… a long rope?” I asked, sensing there was more.
 
   “Just long enough to put him at treetop level. Ronin steered the ship and dragged him through the Great Pines. For a mile.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “The Akarri don’t do that sort of thing,” Tammagan said hastily.
 
   “…but you have outside contractors who do.”
 
   She shrugged. “The man deserved it. My honor would have demanded I intervene otherwise.” Her gaze sharpened on me. “You’re staring again.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. Watching her have that debate with herself pushed her face through so many expressions. Just seeing them made me want to draw her a second time, to capture her soul and this time include some of the pensive qualities, the guilt, the veteran cynicism. Her ferocity and prowess were only a snapshot of what Tammagan was. “I promise it’s not evil wizard stuff.”
 
   “I didn’t suspect it was,” she said. “Until you said that.”
 
   I shrugged helplessly. Maybe I shouldn’t draw her. What if it changed her or duplicated her somehow? Would the two Captain Tammagans battle to the death or make out? No. Bad wizard. Don’t draw that. “Maybe we’re alike in some ways. We both seem to want to do the right things, but neither of us is totally sure we are.”
 
   Tammagan stiffened. “You insult my honor again. I am doing what is right, Magister Grawflefox. Good night.”
 
   The wooden door slammed shut before I could apologize. I grimaced at it. “Night, Captain.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six: Isaac is Bad at Feminism
 
    
 
    
 
   I had enough energy to strip down, avail myself of warm water and soap, and cleanse myself of the filth from my battle with the dragon. The next morning, I was scrubbed of all signs of cowardice but woke with a raw ache burning through every limb. It took five minutes to stand, hissing at the state of my frayed muscles. My legs were worthless at first and I feared I’d be bedridden, but the more I moved, the more life returned to my stiff body.
 
   A sharp rap came at the door and I unlatched it, peeking through. Captain Tammagan stood on the other side, stern-faced and icy as last night. “Breakfast in the galley.” She glanced at my skinny chest and arm. “You could use it.”
 
   I struggled into clean breeches and examined the fit. They were firm and rugged, but breathed about as well as my jeans. I was thankful for dressing my characters in semi-modern attire, which meant there was underwear and familiar locations for buttons, hooks, and belts.
 
   The white linen shirt had poofy sleeves that reminded me of a pirate shirt, and it was breezy and comfortable. A handsome black vest topped it off. The polished steel mirror on the wall wasn’t great, but damn if I didn’t feel like Han Solo. The walk to the galley convinced me I was more a post-carbonite Han. An occasional turbulent wobble as the ship hit a rough crosswind nearly dropped me to the floor, so I leaned on the railings for support.
 
   Akarri packed tight into both benches of the galley’s narrow table. Their hoods were down and every woman was a total knockout. They were mainly pink- to pale-skinned like most Amyssians—and here I worried about the racism of filling the world’s largest metropolis with a majority of white people. Their hair hit every mundane hue, worn in thick braids or cropped short. Tammagan’s wild hair was tamed by a silver clasp at the back of her head. Though I could see little beneath their robes, I’d have bellied over broken glass for the right to buy any one of them a drink. Instead, I collapsed into a seat and stared at gray oat mash slopped into a tin for each of us.
 
   “Mm,” I said, spanking my mash with a metal spoon and lifting it to test adhesion. The entire tray came off the table. “Cafeterias are pretty much the same everywhere,” I whispered.
 
   “Did you really kill one?” asked a pixie-faced brunette across from me. Her large-eyed, inquisitive expression was so adorable it hurt to look at her.
 
   “Kill one what?” I’d killed multiple things in the last two days.
 
   “Butterfly,” she said. “Did you really kill one butterfly?”
 
   I shook my head. “Really?”
 
   “Of course not really. The dragon!” She threw her arms into the air. “Did you blow it up or not?”
 
   “I mean, it was only a little blown up,” I said. I’ve always had an aversion to bragging—even so much as taking a compliment. I knew that getting a big head would invite my inner critic to pop out and remind everyone how singularly lazy and untalented I really am. “I didn’t have much of a choice. Rest assured, I thoroughly exhausted my ‘run and hide and cry’ options first. When confronted with death or firing off a potshot, yeah, I shot it. And thank God my gun was basically a bazooka, or I’d have been halfway to Dracon’s torture chamber by now.”
 
   At “thank God” every woman pounded her right fist to her left shoulder in unison. “Praise Varus,” said the cutely energetic brunette.
 
   I nodded and swallowed at my mash, trying not to get my stare caught in the corona of her beauty. “Yes, go Varus, huzzah.”
 
   “Where did you get this… ‘gun’ device?” asked a second dark-haired woman. She was olive-skinned, more Mediterranean than the other Akarri, and I glanced at her and froze. She had the blackest eyes of any woman I’d ever seen. Her eyes mugged my brain. They emptied its pockets and shut it into a dumpster and walked away with the car keys. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, as if my mouth were an answering machine for my brain. “Could you repeat the question?”
 
   Instead of growing annoyed at my idiot stare, the dark-eyed woman became visibly flummoxed, as if she had made the error in communicating with me. “This weapon. It’s like our lightning cannons, isn’t it? Where did you come across such a fantastic artifact of power? No one has ever seen such a compact version of the cannon before. It could change the war if we acquired more of them.”
 
   Her eyes were expressive, widening when she was excited, always glinting in the soft galley lights. I was transfixed. “War?”
 
   “The war Dracon instigated in the north, and which he draws Korvia steadily into,” said the dark-eyed woman. “We cannot remain neutral for much longer. That is why we’ve joined Ronin on his hunt—to learn how to slay dragons, in case Korvia goes to war with them.”
 
   For a moment, every woman was silent. Then Tammagan leaned in aggressively. All her ferocity was curled into her lip. “Don’t bother with him, Kyra,” she said to the dark-eyed woman. “He finds our profession dishonorable.”
 
   A collective discontent worked its way around the table and I realized I was the subject of many hard looks. Clearing my throat, I tested the waters. “That’s not exactly what I said.”
 
   Tammagan jabbed her spoon at me. “You suggested I wasn’t ‘totally sure’ that my service is honorable. Which I took to mean you weren’t totally sure, since I know quite firmly what my own feelings are.”
 
   “Okay. Then it’s not what I meant,” I said.
 
   “You stare around this table slack-jawed, gawping like you cannot believe we serve at arms. Next you’ll ask us how we keep our poor, pretty faces from getting sliced up in combat. Or were you going to ask Elsie when she plans to have children?”
 
   “That would be a quarter past never,” murmured the pixie-faced woman, who I took to be Elsie.
 
   “Would you stop putting words in my mouth?” I asked.
 
   “Would you stop staring? This is the third time I’ve asked you this, and if you make me do it a fourth, I’ll write the words on a tent spike and pound it through your thick skull. We are the Akarri, the royal guard, and we catch enough stares from the morons on Council who commissioned our useless armor.”
 
   My heart caught. “Wait. You wear that armor?”
 
   Tammagan slammed her palms onto the table, shot to her feet, and parted her robes. She in fact had on a chain skirt and a band of molded steel around her chest. Her midriff and a good portion of her throat and chest were exposed. Her anger the other night about being excluded from front-line combat suddenly clicked into place. They can’t fight in battles because the Council equipped them with my freaking armor designs.
 
   “Try to see it from his primitive perspective,” Elsie urged, hand to Tammagan’s forearm. “Women who wield the blade are taboo in Korvia. But in his land women are probably relegated to mostly domestic roles. The poor savage likely doesn’t know how to treat them as peers.”
 
   The sheer niceness and total, blithe lack of sarcasm in Elsie’s words cut to my quick. I buried my face in my hands, defeated. “May I be dismissed from the table?”
 
   “I would be more than happy to see you stowed in your bunk,” Tammagan said frostily.
 
   I pushed to my feet and couldn’t quite meet anyone’s gaze, which seemed to range from curious to accusing. “For what it’s worth,” I managed, “I’m sorry if my staring made you uncomfortable. I’m going to go melt into a tiny, self-agonizing puddle for maybe six days.”
 
   In point of fact, I didn’t wait to get back to my bunk to start agonizing. The twinge of guilt struck my most central nerve the moment I left their presence and realized the truth: if Rune was my invention, I had drawn and created Korvia; and Korvia was a massively gender-segregated society, in which women could be jailed for wielding swords. I hadn’t ever included that plot element, but somehow it suffused Korvian society anyway.
 
   I tried fighting that accusation: I’d included a female ruler in Korvia, as well as female warriors. But no, somehow the latent sexism in my art had leaked out and doomed the realm to backward thinking. I realized that had been the trouble at the table. I’d worked so hard making Tammagan’s portrait beautiful and now all the Akarri had faces that stunned me into a state of mental torpor. It had always been faces and expressions that could strike my heart like a ten-pound sledge.
 
   I wished I could explain that to them. Yes, I stared, and yes, you strike a chord inside me. It didn’t mean I couldn’t respect who they were, it just meant I needed a moment to catch my breath. And for that matter, I’d never meant to imply Tammagan’s honor was at risk for being a soldier; I only meant to imply it was at risk if she employed some of Ronin’s less-savory tactics.
 
   Did any of that matter, though? The misunderstandings, their enchanting features, Tammagan’s temper—none of it compared to the fact that each of those women was compelled by law to dress in armor with nice wide-open spots on the midsection, chest, and throat to fill with arrows. Dumbass, I thought to myself. I hobbled toward my bunk using the railings again, ducking the occasional steam pipe crisscrossing the ceiling of the wooden ship’s corridor.
 
   Ronin descended into the hall on narrow stairs, moving with graceful sureness. Still dressed in that dark-gray garb, he wore only half of the demon mask, which covered the lower part of his face. It worked in conjunction with his cowl to obscure all but his eyes, which centered on me. “You should keep to your bunk.” His voice was still gravelly, like it had been electronically scrambled. Everything about Ronin seemed mysterious. I wondered how he ate. Probably alone. Through a straw. And under a blanket.
 
   “I’m on my way to the bunk now. Where I plan to brood on how I’m a terrible human being.”
 
   Ronin set a comforting hand on my shoulder, reaching up to do so and reminding me again how short badass ninjas could be, but then his grip steeled so hard I winced. “I don’t care,” he said.  “Stay in your bunk when you’re not in the head.”
 
   I bristled. “You said I’m not your prisoner.” 
 
   “I said you’re under my protection. Stationary men are easier to guard. Stay in your bunk.”
 
   “Or what?” I asked, folding my arms.
 
   “If someone hurts you, it had better be me,” Ronin said. He presented one fist and squeezed until I could hear the creaking leather of the glove. “Because if you let someone else hurt you, I’ll save you and then I’ll take my turn. So. What are you going to do?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how idle his threat was, but there was sincerity in his eyes. “Stay in my bunk,” I said with rising outrage. I had to fight to choke it from my voice. All the anger I’d felt at myself was suddenly pointed toward Ronin.
 
   He stared hard, as if assessing my honesty. His eyes were electric blue and lacked the epicanthic fold I’d anticipated. I didn’t recall any Korvians with that precise eye color, but still had the unsettling sense that I knew Ronin from somewhere. “Never talk to me again without a reason.” He turned to leave.
 
   “You should be a counselor!” I called after him.
 
   Back in my room, I collapsed into my bunk with more questions than answers. I gave up on the useless self-loathing and realized I had to figure out precisely how much of this world was mine—and therefore my fault. Things I had drawn were alive now. That jogged my memory and I flipped my sketchpad open to the page where I’d sketched the rune stone and gun the night before.
 
   The page was blank.
 
   That settled it. My illustrations were becoming real. In Rune, I had the power to draw things into being. It made sense—if I had created Rune with my pencil and stylus, why should that power not continue within the world itself? My guilt boiled over and I swallowed it down, hard. If I’d known Rune was real, I’d have been way more responsible.
 
   I flipped through the sketchpad, which was half full with my work. I found my doodle of an adorable cartoon turtle watching me from inside its cavernous shell. I tried twenty different times to drag the turtle off the page, including trite magical words, speaking to it in dulcet tones, concentrating on individual lines, and a couple Harry Potter–style motions with my pencil. Nothing.
 
   The gun had popped out while I slept. I wondered if that was it. Flipping back to the blank page the gun and stone came from, I noticed something: a splotch on the paper. A water stain? No—drool. I must have rolled over in my sleep.
 
   I flipped back to the turtle and worked the saliva in my mouth. Then, thinking better, I leaned in and exhaled on the sketch.
 
   My breath spread over the illustration. Individual lines lit silver. White-hot sparks hissed from the image and, once the whole page glowed, the turtle peeled off the paper. The foot and head popped out like a movie suddenly played in 3-D. Its enormous eyes shrank and turned wet and black. Its skin darkened, the hints of striation on its shell transforming to the hard texture shared by real turtles. It fell off the page, thumping into my lap, and promptly looked up at me with a surprisingly smile-like expression on its beak.
 
   “Holy smokes.” I lifted the turtle to inspect it nose to nose. “I made you.” My creation scanned my face with a joy born of total fearlessness, then licked my nose. 
 
   This established three important facts: I could draw stuff into existence. I had to use my breath to drag illustrations out. And the world had changed my turtle, translating it from cartoony to real. There was still some interpretation involved, but nevertheless, my turtle’s happy expression was reflected in its present good nature. The soul of my work remained somewhat intact.
 
   So what did that say about Korvia’s misogyny? Nothing I liked. I’d drawn scantily clad Tammagan out of an erection-fueled daydream and now Korvian society jailed women for stepping out of line. Terrific. I groaned under the collective, imagined judgment of ten thousand Women’s Studies majors.
 
   Test #2 was to sketch a stack of toilet paper rolls, which produced wooden spools with a cottony, thin, but usable toilet tissue. It turned out to be moot since, to my surprise, the head already had a bidet and box of disposable tissue just slightly better than dorm-room quality. So the world’s pooping culture was more European than Medieval European—I could deal with that—and during my afternoon deuce, I sketched Test #3: my kanji dictionary.
 
   I finished the dictionary in my bunk, unsure if this would work. I didn’t want a book that was blank on the inside, I wanted my book. Magic had transported me to Rune, so maybe I could summon things. I copied its cover art from memory and exhaled. The dense tome that fell into my lap looked precisely as I’d remembered. When I flipped it open, my initials were on the bottom of the front page. If it was a replica, it was a good one. Granted, the paper was thinner and more brittle, the cover a bit less glossy—so it was my dictionary “translated” into Rune’s comparable tech level, much like the toilet tissue.
 
   Was it a copy, or had I summoned and altered the original? Moreover, how could I ever tell the difference?
 
   It was nevertheless what I needed for Test #3. I sketched a new rune stone and added kanji for massage and another for healing. Out popped a blue rune stone. I’d conceived healing stones as specialized to distinct types of medicine—different stones for antitoxins and suturing, for instance. But many operated on the principle that water poured over their surface became enchanted with the stone’s magic. I placed the stone into a shallow dish in the cart Tammagan had dropped off and poured water over its surface.
 
   When I sank my fingers into the water, I sighed at the warmth. I undressed, splashed the water onto my limbs, and lay flat. The magic seemed to spread through my body until all the soreness from swimming, dragon-slaying, and running around faded completely. It took two more treatments to fix my ankle, but soon the swelling was gone and I could walk normally.
 
   I’d skipped lunch to work, and Elsie brought me dinner. “You sure pissed off the Captain,” she said, and when she smiled her eyes twinkled.
 
   I put a lot of mental effort into not wanting to marry her. “I’m not mad about the Akarri being women. For the record. And I’m sorry you all have to wear that stupid armor.”
 
   Elsie laughed. “Don’t apologize to me. I don’t wear mine. It pinches. I’m naked under this robe.”
 
   I think my gulp was audible back on Earth. “What?”
 
   “Just kidding,” she said with a wink, knocking on the metal breastplate beneath. “As embarrassing as it is to wear something a bunch of lecherous old men designed—probably specifically to shame women into not joining the Akarri—and as much as I’d rather have functional armor, it does attract the eye of recruits. When we’re little, I mean—before we realize how not-nice arrows and sharp blades are. It’s flashy; draws the eye of a certain type of girl. One who sees it as a chance to flout society’s rules. It’s…” She bit her lower lip. “It’s one reason I joined. So it blew up in the Council’s face a little bit.”
 
   But something else bothered me, and while it was picking at a scab, I had to ask. “How many of you have died because the armor didn’t cover everything?”
 
   Elsie frowned. “Too many.” She glanced down at the cart and her eyes widened. “My stars. Is that a rune stone?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s for sore muscles and busted joints.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a stone.” She dipped her hand into the water and gasped. “The ache in my hand from writing reports—it’s gone. Entirely. Where did you find this? This rune—it’s totally unique.”
 
   “I know a few unique runes.” I wasn’t sure how she would react to the kanji dictionary, so I didn’t tell her about it.
 
   “The Queen is going to love you. Hell, I already do.”
 
   Don’t hit on her. Don’t hit on her. Well, hit on her just once and see if it sticks. “I like moonlit walks on the beach if you ever want to go out on a date. Wait. Do Korvians have dates?” I’d forgotten to write about courtship rituals.
 
   “By ‘date’ do you mean ‘stepping out’?”
 
   “Um. Getting to know one another. Possible hand-holding.”
 
   Elsie giggled. “Is that all you do on ‘dates’? It sounds like a very tame version of stepping out.”
 
   I struggled for oxygen. “They can range on a scale of tameness, depending on the mutual interests of the two… participants.”
 
   “Let me assure you, Magister, our interests are too mutual.”
 
   “Too mutual?”
 
   Elsie leaned in to stage whisper: “I’m still trying to get the good Captain to step out with me.” She blushed, searching my face for a reaction.
 
   “Oh. Oh. I’m sorry, if I’d known, I wouldn’t have—”
 
   “Don’t be. You didn’t know. Most of the Akarri don’t. It’s a common stereotype about the Akarri that we’re all backwards women. Probably since we’re prohibited from marriage until our service concludes. Silly me, I joined up thinking it the case, but it turns out most of them despise the stereotype.”
 
   “They don’t… despise backwards women, do they?” I asked, not entirely enthused by the term.
 
   Elsie shrugged. “It’s touchy. And I can’t figure out how Tammagan feels about me. I can’t tell if she wants to protect me, or screw me, or be my superior officer–slash–sister, and it is confusing.” She poked me. “I like you. You might stare, but you also listen. Say! Do you know any runes for detecting a woman’s sexual proclivities?”
 
   “No. But there’s always asking,” I said. “I would, but I’m pretty sure she’d decapitate me.”
 
   “At minimum.” Elsie beamed at me. I found I could withstand it now that I knew she was unattainably gay, easing all the pressure to present myself a certain way. “Now eat your dinner, you skinny, weird little man.” And she left.
 
   I ate a plate of cold fish and some kind of enormous, blue bean whose contents tasted like mashed potato. Once finished, I felt simultaneously better and worse. Better because Elsie had cheered me up; worse because of what she’d said about Akarri dying. Why do I ask questions when I know the answers will make me miserable?
 
   I needed to talk to my best friend. Partly to decompress and partly to confess. Dak and I had been tooling around since the eating-Play-Doh years and I trusted him to give it to me straight. We had long ago passed the point where either one could quit the other.
 
   Summoning Dak was out of the question. First, I could never be sure if I’d copied or transported him. Second, the trip was one way, which wasn’t fair to him or his family. Third, much as I loathed thinking this way, the wheelchair was a problem. I’d almost been killed two or three times, and Dak couldn’t run away. I mean, on the right surface he could roll away faster than I could run, but no place here was particularly wheelchair friendly.
 
   Dak couldn’t come here and I couldn’t draw a portal home, but maybe we could still chat. My idea took shape on paper, springing from the tip of a freshly shaved HB pencil. I worked with the whole page, blocking my design until I had the rough shape. The key to blending modern technology and magitech would be the aesthetics. It had to look like it belonged in Rune. To that end, I designed it as a gyroscope with rings but no visible axes to support them. At the center of the three swinging rings was a place for a floating rune stone.
 
   I searched for a kanji that would make the rune stone into a computer—but the only kanji for “computer” appeared to be for calculators. For computers, there were only syllabic kana, which I wasn’t certain would work. I went with “calculator,” but also sketched my own desktop computer from home, connecting the image of my machine to the stone with a thin dotted line. Maybe that would give the magic enough to work with.
 
   I refined the rings with runic scribbles and brought out the handcrafted appearance. I also spent time imagining how it worked, making certain to have a clear idea in my head. I included a dial on the gyroscope’s base, and the dial could be set to read RUNE or EARTH. That would permit the computer stone to contact my home dimension. The rings were supposed to spin continuously when it had good reception.
 
   I finished and exhaled on the page.
 
   The gyroscope and stone lit through with silver fire and pushed their way onto my lap. I straightened, adjusted the cart to make room, and set the gyroscope at my feet. The rings spun and the stone rose into the air amid the humming gold dials. A shimmer of light shone from the stone and a holographic image of my computer screen appeared. I was delighted to see it was my computer I’d created and poked around on the touch screen. I found old Word documents, my stories and poems, setting notes, and a massive folder of adorable cat pictures. Everything in place.
 
   Setting the dial to EARTH, I tapped a video chat program and saw Dak was online. I placed the call.
 
   The crystal emitted sounds from the program. I’d forgotten speakers, but apparently all my computer’s functions were housed in the rune stone. It pleased me to see this world’s magic had translated my intent.
 
   There came the sound of a pick-up and Dak appeared before his web camera. He squinted and leaned in to examine me. “Are you on a pirate ship?”
 
   I realized he could see me too and waved. 
 
   “Did you seriously sneak out tonight to LARP without me? Not cool.” He disconnected. His away message changed to “FURIOUSLY MASTURBATING TO PICS OF ISAAC’S AUNT.”
 
   I sighed. “I hate you, Dak.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven: Meta-Gaming
 
    
 
    
 
   It took three calls to reconnect. When Dak answered he made a show of being out of breath, presumably from frenzied masturbation. “So where the hell is the LARP?” he asked. “You guys went all out. Your room looks like a pirate cabin.”
 
   Dak thought I was engaged in a live-action role-playing game—playing make-believe in costume. I frowned. “I’m not LARPing.”
 
   “You’re definitely not in Old 88 like you said you’d be.”
 
   “Of course not, that was two days ago.”
 
   “That wasn’t even two hours ago.”
 
   “Wait. Are you saying it’s still Friday night where you are?”
 
   “Saturday morning, technically. Why?”
 
   “I went straight from your room to Old 88. It’s been… about sixty hours since I hopped dimensions. How long since I left your dorm room? Exactly?”
 
   “Maybe an hour. You left around one and it’s two now.”
 
   I did some math. It had taken me five minutes to make Old 88 from Dak’s and longer still before I’d been sucked into my painting. “There’s a hundred-to-one time difference,” I realized. “Every day on Earth is one hundred days here.”
 
   “Full-immersion LARP, huh?” Dak shrugged. “All right, I’ll play along. First of all, the time dilation isn’t in effect right now because we’re interacting. So it only occurs if there’s no connection between our dimensions.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   “Second of all, your pirate costume is outstanding. Third, you’re a giant dick for not telling me about this.” I realized how that might look after Dak was booted from Kevin’s game, and I winced. “Fourth, you’re obviously calling me for a reason. What’s up?”
 
   He still thought I was playing a game, but the great part about nerd friends was that they took your imaginings very seriously if you asked them to. “To start, let me hang up and call you back. Time the difference and we’ll see if the dilation returns while we’re disconnected.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   I disconnected and waited ten minutes. It was a long ten minutes. When I called again, Dak confirmed it had been ten on his end too.
 
   “As long as my gyroscope stays set to ‘Earth,’ I think our dimensions will stay synced,” I said. “That’s handy. Means we can keep in touch easier.”
 
   “So you expect me to make myself available after you left me out of your game? I’ve got studying to do. I’m not majoring in English Lit this semester.”
 
   “I thought you switched to Philosophy. How hard is it to Google ‘Plato’s Allegory of the Cave’?”
 
   “Philosophy was last semester. I’m switching to Engineering, remember?”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Didn’t you start freshman year in Sociology?”
 
   “I contain freaking multitudes. And those multitudes don’t have time for games I’m not invited to.”
 
   I had to keep him engaged. I needed a friend right now. So I held two fingers up and crossed them, the typical signal in a role-playing game that someone was speaking strictly out of character. I had to make this good. Dak had a fine-tuned bullshit detector and far too hard a skull for the truth. “No one cut you out. You are part of the game. Your job on Earth Prime is critical to our success. So c’mon, play along. You might have to stay up late and help with the riddles.”
 
   At the word “riddles” I knew I had him. But he played coy. “What do you take me for—someone who’d drop his coursework just to play your stupid game at the drop of a hat? I have homework.”
 
   We both laughed for a while. I wiped a tear away. “So you’re in?”
 
   “Naturally. I’ll pull some all-nighters next weekend to catch up. So what kind of world am I breaking this time?” Dak had a unique approach to role-playing games.
 
   “It’s actually Rune, the setting we’ve been talking about the last two semesters.” Technically, Dak was also a subject-matter expert on this world. A few of the setting ideas had been his suggestions, including an extensive workup on orcish culture that I’d—to my shame—stuck in a drawer without reading in much depth. I’d gleaned from our conversations enough to illustrate The Wedding Ceremony, but Dak’s file had included a thirty-page discussion of orcish philosophy and another forty featuring detailed anatomical drawings and sundry notes on their biology. He used the phrase “gene-culture interaction” three times on page one. It was truly eyeball-drying stuff.
 
   “Someone else is running your setting?” Dak whistled. “I thought you’d be too much of a control freak for that. All right, what’s your back story?”
 
   I explained everything that had happened to me so far.
 
   “Let me get this straight,” he said, stopping me when I got to my drawing powers. “You can make a computer with an operating system and all your old files. Why are you not drawing eighty jet fighters right the hell now?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “Yeah. Doubt your storyteller would let you have something so broken. The key to breaking a setting is subtlety. Got to be sneakier than jet fighters.”
 
   “Except it interprets stuff, too. I drew toilet paper and it gave me fantasy toilet paper. I don’t think this world would reproduce a jet fighter.”
 
   He snapped his fingers. “Two words: Steampunk. Mech.”
 
   Not a bad idea. I filed it on a mental “to do” list.
 
   “Ooh. Maybe you could draw yourself some minions,” Dak said. “Summoners are almost always overpowered. How about it? Why fight when you could just snap your fingers and have your boys roll a chump?”
 
   I thought of Dracon’s minions and shuddered. “I don’t want to make people. I… well, I’m bad at this.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It translates my intent, but I also think it’s drawing from my subconscious. There are holes in my world, and the stuff that’s getting filled in… it’s disturbing. The society I built has laws that imprison women for wielding weapons. That came out of my head. And here it’s real.”
 
   Dak tilted back in his wheelchair in thought. “Have you considered that it’s a medieval world and women’s lib might just be underdeveloped?”
 
   “It’s not medieval, it’s fantasy—they have plumbing, sanitation. Probably because I’m super particular about that sort of thing. So I could totally have imagined it a thousand ways. Instead, I imagined and drew it in a way that screws over women.”
 
   “Did you draw it that way or did your storyteller misinterpret your drawings?”
 
   “Does it matter? Clearly, I didn’t explicitly grab it and tell it that feminism happened. It reads the soul of my work, and I feel like I’m staring into a kind of… darkness.”
 
   “Jung’s shadow,” Dak mused. “Creativity often comes from our shadow. But no, I don’t buy it. That’s too big a leap. I could buy something more subtle because, hey, being born with a dick in a pro-dick world is going to take its toll. But not imprisonment. So maybe your storyteller is just… one of those feminists even I don’t like.” Dak’s eyes lit up. “No, he’s not stupid. We are.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You were so busy kicking your own ass, you missed the obvious. Dracon. You told me he knew what ‘American’ meant. And ‘firearm.’ Does your storyteller know you were working on someone else’s paintings in Old 88? That your inspiration involved other artists?”
 
   “Uh. Yeah, probably.” Of course, there was no storyteller—this was just the world’s magic.
 
   “Time passes at a hundred to one. How long’s Dracon ruled?”
 
   “Thousands of years.”
 
   “No. Thousands of years in Runic time. A few decades on Earth Prime. How old would you say the original paintings in Old 88 were?”
 
   “Thirty or forty years. Oh my God. Dracon’s another artist!”
 
   Dak leaned back, spreading his hands as if to say exalt in me. “Boom. Spoiled your asshole storyteller’s plot twist in hour one. Tell him he can suck it for not inviting me.”
 
   “If Dracon’s an artist, he started this world. And the Cataclysm the Brets told me about from a hundred years ago happened when I added to the setting. My art’s changed the world. That’s why he’s so angry—that’s the thing I ‘took’ from him. I messed with his artistic vision.”
 
   “And the misogyny,” Dak said. “It was here before you. I saw those paintings he did and best I could tell, he populated the whole world with chesty slaves whose unnatural spines have wrecked their posture. Given the starting point, maybe you’re not doing so bad.”
 
   I bit my lip. “Dak. I drew this one picture… Now the women are wearing video-game armor.”
 
   Dak sighed. “Individually molded boob plates?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Even though it creates a deflection pattern that redirects arrows and sword blows into the woman’s heart?”
 
   “…Yeah.”
 
   “Did you read the article I sent you? With pictures of women in real-world body armor?”
 
   “I might have skimmed it.”
 
   “This is why you never draw with your dick, man. Because it might turn real and then magically transport you there. Then you feel like an ass. Lesson. Fucking. Learned.”
 
   “Okay, okay. You’re right about everything forever, Dak. I get it. Moving on.” For a brief moment I’d felt better, but now it was backfiring.
 
   Dak shrugged. “Culture-wide misogyny does not proceed from one drawing. To be honest, I’m not convinced art ever causes bad behavior. Usually when it’s asserted that ‘art x’ causes ‘evil behavior y,’ it’s a shoddy argument fired off by would-be censors.”
 
   I frowned. “But you hate video-game armor.”
 
   “I just hate tawdry, cheap art aimed at my dick, and I hate it more when my best friend makes it. It’s not evil. It’s shallow. It takes my eyes off the woman’s face and puts it on her boobs, and if I wanted it on her boobs, I’d be looking at porn. Anyway, accepting for a moment the questionable premise that your pencil and subconscious are oppressing people, I’m still behind the evil-Dracon hypothesis. Between the two of you, he’s got the women in chains—you’ve just got them wielding magic and swords while wearing impractical shoes. And the evil-Dracon hypothesis makes your next move obvious. Go head to head with Dracon. Beat him at his own game and it’ll make it easier to move Rune closer to women’s lib.”
 
   Dread squeezed my heart when I thought about facing Dracon. I had hoped to let Ronin and the Queen wage a war against him and help from a nice, safe compound somewhere, but I sensed now it would not be so easy. We were on a collision course. I had ruined his world and he was keeping me from mine. And he’d been alive for thousands of years. I couldn’t imagine how much experience that afforded him. Nor, for that matter, how much four thousand years could twist a man. He’d been a normal guy like me, except time and power had made him a god—and then a devil. I shuddered.
 
   “The ninja’s important,” Dak said. “Guarantee it.”
 
   “Ronin? I don’t know. He’s just taking me to the Queen.”
 
   “Masked and highly skilled. Sounds like a player character.”
 
   “It’s not a game to me, remember?”
 
   “It is for me,” Dak said. “Which means I can meta-game. Besides, you created this world—or parts of it, anyway. That makes it a story world. People with Ronin’s skills are going to be important. I know you; you wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   Dak was right. “He’s so familiar, but I can’t place him in my work.”
 
   “Maybe it’s the mask. Did you draw anyone with his skills?”
 
   “I’ve got a metric ton of swordsmen between writing, role-playing, and drawing. But his style is too Eastern for Rune. He sticks out here.”
 
   Dak stroked his chin. “Another artist might have created him. Someone with a hard-on for Rurouni Kenshin. Anyone from Anime Club could be under that mask. Except Oscar.” He scowled. “If you invited Oscar but not me, I’ll end you.”
 
   He was back to treating it like a game. But he had a point—there could be artists besides me who’d peeked at the paintings in Old 88 and added to them. “Oscar’s not playing. And no one we know is that good with a sword. It’s not an artist. I guess another artist could have drawn him.”
 
   “Do you know the limits of your power?” Dak asked. “Maybe you can draw yourself as a better warrior.”
 
   “My luck, I’d end up in evil-clone territory.”
 
   “I am the font of all advice, both good and bad. Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you draw me a ride down to your pirate ship and I’ll help. You could draw some accessories for the wheelchair. Add some fantasy flamethrowers. Fly-by-wire rockets that run on crystal balls or something. How about it?”
 
   “Dak…” I couldn’t meet his gaze. “It’s real. It’s real and I’m terrified and no, you can’t come here.”
 
   “Seriously. You won’t even break character to tell me why I can’t play?” He scoffed. “So did you book it someplace without ramps, like fucking Kevin at last year’s campout, or did he tell you I couldn’t come? I mean, you want to go play with that jackass, fine, but calling me and letting me be Computer Hacker Wheelchair Guy? Fuck that guy. I wanted to be a pirate. Dak out.”
 
   He cut transmission.
 
   His voice had been edged with real anger. Dak was brusque and always fired with both barrels, preferring honest confrontation over any other approach. He chased most people off; those who remained got to know him better. At bottom, I believed Dak valued loyalty. His personality culled anyone only interested in surface niceties and left just a few real friends. But I was one of those friends, and his closest, so abandoning him must have cut deep. I couldn’t imagine how much worse getting left behind must feel for someone with a physical disability.
 
   Nor did it help my guilt that he was in a wheelchair because of me.
 
   I could summon Dak, but I never would. I’d never put him in that kind of danger, no matter how much I wished he could see Rune firsthand. Though, really, if he ever arrived, he’d probably just declare it shabbily rendered.
 
   Leonardo cheered me up by ramming my ankle. I picked him up. “How about you? Going to keep me company?” He licked my nose again, but when he gently gnawed on it, I realized he might be hungry.
 
   Surveying my cabin, I saw nothing turtles liked to eat. Ronin had ordered me to stay put, which was maybe thirty percent of the reason I instead wandered around looking for turtle snacks. I stuffed the computer stone and gyroscope into my backpack in case Dak called back. I would hear it chirp at me, I hoped, if that happened. 
 
   There was a kitchen behind the galley with a walk-in icebox made from wood and dark insulation. I left Leo and my backpack on the table, found a head of lettuce, and had just turned back to Leo when I saw a hooded Akarri standing in the galley’s doorway.
 
   I froze, pilfered lettuce in hand. “It’s for the turtle. I swear.”
 
   The Akarri glided forward and drew back her hood, something sinuous in her motions. I didn’t recognize her. A sheet of black hair fell to her shoulders like water, her head tilted down but gaze fastened on me. “You look like a man with more sumptuous appetites.” Her voice was cool and dry.
 
   My fine hairs stood on end and I eased back a step, into a corner. I clutched the lettuce tighter. “Have we met? I’m Grawflefox.”
 
   “You feed your pet. Why nothing for me?” The closer she moved, the more her face seemed… wrong. Too long and thin.
 
   That’s not an Akarri, I realized.
 
   “Surely they aren’t the only reptiles you like.” She hissed her s’s now and stared with eyes yellow as backlit amber, the pupils two razor-thin slits. She rose above me one foot, two, and opened the Akarri robe. It pooled around legless, serpentine coils. Her hair withered into her bald scalp and a fleshy hood fanned from behind her head and neck, a forked tongue flicking between thin lips. Her body was dressed only in sleek scales and three breasts adorned her chest.
 
   The breasts distracted me from her eyes and I snapped out of it.
 
   “You like them?” she asked.
 
   “They kind of defeat the purpose of the hypnotic eyes, don’t they? I was all tranced out and then bam, 150 percent the normal number of boobs.” Once again my mouth was getting ahead of me, but the situation was so ludicrous I couldn’t stop. “So wait.” I pointed them out one at a time. “Whole, two-percent, skim?” I tried a smile, hoping adorable things were less edible.
 
   Her jaw rotated left, right, and unhinged. I caught a flash of pink as she snapped her entire maw around my head. As it turned out, the worst part about being swallowed whole by a giant snake was feeling the constriction in her throat suck me deeper into the gullet.
 
   So you’ve been eaten alive, my useless brain whispered. You have a college education. What now?
 
   I tried to scream.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight: Indigestion
 
    
 
    
 
   The thing about declaring any one facet of being swallowed whole by a giant snake “the worst” is that, moment by moment, you’re forced to revise your expectations. The icky feeling of throat muscles pulling me deeper into the snake’s body would haunt me until I died—just for one example, I would most likely be turned off oral sex pretty much forever.
 
   Bad as this was, if I survived to write a short manual on getting eaten alive, rule number one would be this: don’t scream. Because three things happen when you do. You run out of air. No one hears, since you’re inside a damn snake. And you get a mouthful of the stuff that’s inside snakes—and that was the worst thing about getting eaten alive by one. That taste would never leave me.
 
   Her throat muscles squeezed me on all sides. I thrashed. The snake abruptly coiled in a way that folded me in half front-wise, nearly forehead to knees. Had she coiled the other way, she might have snapped my spine.
 
   A horrid shriek rang through me. The she-snake was screaming. Now I knew what it was like to hear something scream while inside that thing. It’s been a weird day.
 
   Fresh air hit my face and I saw light. I pushed out of a slit in the creature’s belly. Hands gripped my slippery forearms, dragging me clear of the innards. I tore sheets of mucus from my face and gasped for air, face to face with Elsie. “Thank the stars you’re alive,” she said.
 
   I coughed out snake juice. “What is that thing?”
 
   “I was going to say ‘giant snake with three tits,’ but now I’m not so sure.” She pointed.
 
   Elsie had severed the snake-woman in half just below where the lump of my body had been, before fashioning a slit to fish me out. Now both halves shriveled into human parts—the tail end splitting into bony legs the color of mayonnaise; the upper half transformed back into the dark-haired woman.
 
   I stared, dumbfounded.
 
   Elsie seized my arm and snapped me out of it. She pushed me behind her, readying her single-edged blade between herself and the corpse. “Run for your bunk.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “It’s a Magaran witch—should have known from the breasts. Go.” Elsie was tense with unsprung violence. “It’s not dead. It’s faking.”
 
   The witch’s upper torso lurched and both Elsie and I leaped back. Spindly arms propelled the top half around the table, trailing slime and guts but not an ounce of blood. Meanwhile, the lower half wobbled to its feet and tottered.
 
   Elsie’s sword flicked, its glittering edge slicing off one leg at the knee. The remaining leg wove around her blade, though, and rocketed off the floor. Its toes slammed into my groin. I felt the thud in my soul and buckled.
 
   “Can see you’re not into running,” Elsie growled.
 
   “Courage… was rebooting,” I wheezed, glaring at the leg that had kicked me. It hopped back and prepared for another blow, but the crotch shot had tapped into my anger. I pounced on the leg, grappled with it, and tossed it into the open freezer.
 
   Elsie scooped up the foot and calf she’d severed and followed suit. We slammed the freezer door on the witch’s lower body and I sucked in air, pain radiating from balls to belly.
 
   Elsie patted my shoulder in moral support.
 
   “What’s… a Magaran witch?” I asked between labored breaths.
 
   “They’re a coven loyal to Dracon. The third breast is filled with the only blood in their bodies. They use it to suckle their giant flying eels.”
 
   “There is nothing in those sentences I liked.”
 
   Elsie shrugged. “Any more than two breasts is kind of a waste anyway, if you asked me.” She made a honk, honk motion in the air with one hand.
 
   I snorted. “You’re my new best friend.” After Dak, of course.
 
   Above deck, people shouted and I heard a sadistic cackle. A lightning cannon boomed and the entire ship rumbled beneath my soles. “There’s more up there?” I asked.
 
   “Probably the whole coven. I’m taking you to your cabin.” Then she murmured, “Where we’ll tell Ronin you were the entire time.”
 
   “Good plan.”
 
   I threw on my backpack, snatched Leo and tucked him under one arm, and followed Elsie into the corridor. The snake-witch’s upper torso dropped from the steam pipes in the corridor ceiling. She dangled by her own innards, which she’d tied around herself like a harness, and in one claw-like hand she wielded a jagged branch wand. Tapping the wand on her opposite fingertips one by one, she chortled. “How’s a taste of witch magic, mm? Lo! War rains!” At the words, darkness hissed from the wand into the fingertips she tapped. Her nails elongated, sharpened, and sprouted barbs. The digits fattened like gleaming sausages, as if to burst.
 
   She pointed all four of those deadly nails my way.
 
   “No!” Elsie threw me to one side.
 
   The witch’s nails fired from each finger in a puff of yellow mist, leaving oozing holes behind. Elsie’s sword whirled and one nail sang off its mirrored surface, spinning off into a corner. The other three sank into her chest.
 
   Or rather, into her breastplate.
 
   Elsie stared in disbelief at three bone claws jutting from the skimpy band of molded steel on her bust. Somehow, all three projectiles had missed the expanse of naked skin on her torso. “Nifty,” she chirped.
 
   “Oh, come on!” the witch shouted, gesticulating angrily at Elsie’s unscathed midriff.
 
   Elsie’s grin went sinister and she flicked her sword straight overhead, nicking a steam pipe in the ceiling. The angle of her cut produced a geyser of superheated steam that flash-cooked the witch. Her shriek seemed to stab my eardrums.
 
   The enchanted pipe self-sealed after a moment, clearing the corridor. The misshapen lump of boiled sorceress twitched on the floor and Elsie decapitated it.
 
   But her blistered head screamed at us anyway and the torso scrounged for the head even as skin flaked off, revealing new pink flesh underneath. “They heal too quickly,” I said. “I think we need +1 magic weapons.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s standard issue,” Elsie said. “Grab the head and bring it. Tammagan will know how to kill them.”
 
   “You mean, like, touch it?”
 
   Elsie held up her sword. “My hands are full.”
 
   I picked up the sticky witch head, careful to avoid her snapping teeth and gripping her by the hair in one hand so I could still hold Leo under the other arm. The head cursed at me while I stepped over the wriggling torso. “I would like to lodge a formal complaint,” I said, holding the shrieking head at maximum extension from my body. “I am dissatisfied with my role in the party.”
 
   “Complaint received,” Elsie said. “Someone will get back to you once it’s been processed.” She guided me toward the bunks and on our way, Kyra—the dark-eyed and olive-skinned Akarri from breakfast—popped from a side corridor. 
 
   “You’re supposed to be in your bunk!” she shouted at me. “Ronin sent me to guard you.”
 
   “Let’s not tell him where you found me,” I suggested.
 
   “Agreed.” She glanced at Elsie. “I’ll lead; you take rear guard.” We worked our way down a corridor filled with echoing sounds of battle from above: screams, barked orders, clanging metal, the boom of lightning cannons.
 
   Beside my bunk, the corridor vibrated and an overhead hatch to the weather deck tore open. A witch built like a sweaty pumpkin squeezed through and wobbled down the stairs, meaty fist clutching a wand. “I smell delicious wizard boy,” she taunted.
 
   “I’ve got her,” Kyra said, advancing a deadly step at a time. The witch seemed a ripe target, wedged in sideways and almost immobile from her girth. But Kyra couldn’t maneuver either, and Elsie couldn’t do much to help her in such tight quarters.
 
   The witch sneered. Kyra danced forward and her sword pierced the witch, great rolls of her belly fat engulfing the blade. With a twist of her body, the sword lurched from Kyra’s hands and I watched in horror as she flicked her wand at a defenseless Akarri. “Writ in a shoe!” the plump creature shouted. Smoky black magic stuck to Kyra’s skin like cobwebs stretched from wand to body. She let out a cry that grew higher and higher pitched the more she shrank down to nothing.
 
   Not nothing, I realized. Kyra plopped to the floor. She was a shrew.
 
   The witch lifted her heel to squash it. I tossed Leo to the ground and kicked him Mario style, hoping my summoned critters would do my bidding. “Leo! Help her!” He skated directly beneath the witch’s boot and used his front feet to brake. She stomped his back. The floor cracked, but turtle and shrew remained intact. Leo took Kyra delicately in his beak and dragged her into his shell, which seemed roomier than a normal turtle’s. Armored lips folded at the edges and the witch stamped furiously on my impervious pet.
 
   “Good turtle!” I called.
 
   “Bastard,” the witch snarled. She leveled her wand at me. Elsie tensed. Black streaks fired from the wand and the witch screamed more freakish words: “Dips ’er tot in urns!”
 
   I flinched and—like that moment in gym class when you accidentally catch the dodge ball—reflexively blocked the ribbons of darkness with the other witch’s severed head.
 
   The head screamed curses. “You miserable toad, Gorfina, no, nooo!” The head melted into spiders in my hands.
 
   Gorfina laughed hysterically at her dead coven-mate while I did the covered-in-spiders dance.
 
   “Bunk!” Elsie bellowed. She thrust me through the door and strode down the hall to attack Gorfina. I realized my only friend in Rune was outgunned and I was out of tricks. Then I blinked down at the sketchpad on my pillow. Unless you count my giant freaking spellbook. I flipped through the pad, hunting for a weapon.
 
   Elsie flew past my door, hurled by the witch. I heard her bounce. Meaty footsteps heralded the witch’s fast approach. She snorted at the air. “I can smell ya, lad. Gonna cook yer tenders and enjoy the savory sweetbreads in yer belly.”
 
   My fingers found a page where I’d experimented with colored pencils. The illustrations featured vibrant butterflies, a rose in full bloom, and four stained-glass panels that—with some doodling—I’d transformed into the spread hoods of two golden cobras coiled together. While not enthused about handling a serpent after being eaten by one, I figured turnabout was fair play. I exhaled on the page.
 
   Gorfina squeezed through my door like cookie dough from the tube, wrapping her mitts around my shoulders and lifting me into the air. Her mouth displayed an array of shark’s teeth behind clown-red lips. “How’s about I suck the meat from your fingers?”
 
   “What are the odds this is a giant misunderstanding?” I asked. “Like maybe there’s a good person deep inside you who was just horribly bullied for her weight and became a witch to get back at the world. And with some affection, therapy, and a suitably uplifting montage, we’ll fix your life and prove to kids everywhere that they don’t have to let their weight define them.”
 
   “The only good little girl deep inside me,” the witch said, “is the one I ate for breakfast.”
 
   “Noted.” I lifted the hissing sketchpad. Colors flashed with all the brilliance of a Care Bear Stare, which blasted the witch square in the face. Butterflies flooded from the page, choking her, and she released me to swat at them. Two golden vipers sprang off the paper, scales a liquid shimmer as they struck like lightning. One latched onto an upper lip, the other a lower.
 
   Gorfina howled. My serpents dropped to the floor, winding around my ankles and slithering up my legs until each coiled around a forearm. Their heads collapsed flat to the backs of my hands, stained-glass hoods spread—awaiting orders. I stared in awe. “Dak was right. Summoners rock.”
 
   Gorfina screamed something that sounded like “wombat way whizz fat” and—after a moment’s translation—I realized it was “You won’t get away with that!” I eased backward. Her lips had swollen to the size and color of bicycle tire tubes, cracking open to ooze globs of tarry fluid. She hissed something about ibuprofen. No—“immune to poison.” Made sense for a witch.
 
   I tapped one of my snakes’ stained-glass hoods and grinned. “That’s not venom. It’s holy water.”
 
   Gorfina’s eyes shot wide and she leveled her wand at her own mouth, blubbering some kind of spell likely meant to purge the substance melting her lips.
 
   It was then I learned the importance of pronunciation in Magaran spellcasting. Instead of curing her, the wand erupted in a gout of thunder and blew the witch’s head to pieces. Something the consistency of potato salad hit my chest so hard I staggered back. Once again, no blood—not a drop. Just gray matter, bone, and flesh.
 
   Gorfina’s body thumped to the floor in my doorway and Elsie eased into view behind her, frowning at me. “Did you just kill that witch?”
 
   “I… think she did the heavy lifting, actually.”
 
   “Nice snakes.”
 
   “Yeah, get a load of these pythons.” I flexed.
 
   “Ooh! My hero. I have to go upstairs and cut stuff. How ’bout you hunker down here?”
 
   Tempting. But the Akarri were out-magicked without me. I tucked my sketchpad under one arm. “Go on ahead. I’ll lock up behind you,” I lied. When Elsie disappeared through the weather-deck hatch, I followed into the corridor. Once above deck, I figured I could beg forgiveness for joining the fray.
 
   A howl of pain—from witch or Akarri, I couldn’t tell—stopped me in my tracks. The shrill sound wilted my fortitude and I had the insane urge to dive beneath my bed. What the hell am I doing? It’s a war zone up there. I can’t even play paintball without getting shot in the head.
 
   For longer than I should have, I stood there gulping for air and trying to slow my erratic heartbeat. I had no training. I wasn’t a soldier. I was a liability, I told myself. It was probably safer for the Akarri if I hid. Would be doing them a favor.
 
   I glanced at the snakes on my arms. Except Dak was right. Odds are high I’ll run into Dracon. He’s fought battles, probably thousands of them. So I learn how to do this or I’m probably dead either way. I glanced at the deck hatch. Just get up there and hide behind stuff. Summon sketches and keep your head down. I screwed up my courage and took one step forward, then another, accelerating until I burst through the hatch onto the weather deck.
 
   Elsie slammed into my back and threw me flat to the boards. A bolt of magic careened over our heads and turned a barrel into a pile of worms. “Are you crazy!” she screamed into my ear.
 
   “That’d explain so much,” I said, staring at the wriggling heap in front of us.
 
   Elsie dragged me behind a stack of crates where Tammagan crouched. She leaned out and fired from her bow. I realized we were toward the front of the ship and the Akarri had corralled three witches into one spot. Tammagan glared at me. When she noticed Elsie’s breastplate and the three bone claws, she lifted an incredulous eyebrow. Then she shook her head. “Lucky bitch.”
 
   Elsie’s grin was roughly one thousand watts. “The gods must love me.”
 
   Tammagan just smiled, fired another shaft over the boxes, and said, “They must, to stop arrows with such small targets.” She nodded over at me. “What’s the tourist doing here?”
 
   “Wizard,” I said. “Remember?” I glanced around. “Where’s Ronin?”
 
   Tammagan pointed straight up. Oh. He soared overhead among the cloud of flying eels. The albino beasts were each the size of three refrigerators stacked end to end, churning through the sky as if underwater. How I suddenly pined for witches who were misunderstood and played Quidditch on brooms.
 
   A few witches rode their eels and dueled with Ronin, who was astride one with his sword planted into its skull, twisting the blade one way or the other to steer the beast’s head. Wherever its head went, its body followed.
 
   “Those freaks downed our lightning cannons,” Tammagan said. Both cannons lay slumped and inoperative. “Ripped out the pneumatics—they can’t be aimed anymore. Ronin’s covering the skies. He’s dropped two, but we’ve still got these three pinned down above deck. Can’t seem to kill them. What about the ones downstairs?”
 
   “Dead,” Elsie said.
 
   “How?”
 
   Elsie thumbed at me. I managed a little wave.
 
   Tammagan’s jaw dropped. She shook it off. “You’re not serious.”
 
   “A lot of trauma to the head seems to do the trick,” I said. “Both those witches died when their heads got blown up.”
 
   Something screeched above. An eel swooped and we all three dove for cover at once. Tammagan and Elsie landed expertly behind the winch-and-pulley once used to reel me to the deck; I belly-flopped behind a measly spool of rope. The eel thundered into our crates, reducing them to a hail of splinters and thudding into the deck with force enough to bow the boards and jounce me into the air. The creature set its milky gaze on me.
 
   A blur of white T-boned that eel into the ship’s mast. Ronin had driven his own eel directly into the one attacking us, folding it around the mast with a wet crunch; both eels lay stone dead.
 
   Ronin never slowed, hurtling from the back of the eel he’d crashed and sprinting straight up the mast. He snatched a rope from the air and sliced a counterweight with his sword. A pulley squealed. He zoomed into the air, released the rope, and snapped his cloak wide, coasting a dozen yards before alighting onto the back of a third eel. He drove his sword through the ribcage of its rider, tossed her off, and I lost sight of the display as Ronin’s new eel dipped below the horizon of the weather deck. Like he’s playing Grand Theft Hogwarts.
 
   I hunkered behind a dead eel and peeked overtop. The three witches on deck were up to something. They plucked arrows from their flesh and lined up, hugging shoulder to shoulder and pressing their cheeks together like three girls crowding a selfie. They cast with their wands simultaneously and tendrils of smoke circled their ankles. As the smoke worked higher, their three bodies melded into one. Sinews stitched together, organs surged from body to body, limbs broke, bent into unnatural angles, and were reabsorbed into its new corpus, which rose ten feet into the air like some fleshy Devastator made of hags.
 
   The thing had broad shoulders and a hunched spine, its arms a tangle of unidentifiable muscles. One arm was longer than the other, and it had no head—just three side-by-side witch faces staring out of its hulking chest.
 
   Tammagan drew her sword and advanced alongside Elsie. Three Akarri approached from the other side, cornering it.
 
   The thing snarled and charged Tammagan at breakneck speed, accelerating as it went. Tammagan flicked to one side, hacking through a leg. The beast stumbled and smashed into the ship’s rail.
 
   It flipped to face the Akarri and three feminine arms shot out. The witches’ right arms and faces were the only parts not melded into the hulking monster. Those errant limbs each clutched a wand and poked from the creature’s shoulder, rib, and thigh.
 
   It leveled its wands on Tammagan and at once all three mouths spoke the same incantation: “All may be ever gone!” The wands fired black streamers.
 
   Elsie skidded to a halt beside Tammagan and their mirrored swords flashed. Two magical streamers deflected into the night.
 
   The third struck Elsie. I watched it happen. It struck her naked torso, between steel bikini top and chain skirt, precisely where I’d botched her defenses. Elsie stood there a moment, frowned, then grinned—as if to say, “Is that all?” But her next breath came ragged and short. Redness spread across her abdomen. She fell to her knees, wheezing for air.
 
   Oh God.
 
   I needed to act. But what the hell was I supposed to do? You’re the wizard. Figure it out! I had to kill the monster first, I realized, and without quite knowing what to do when I got there, I ran straight for it.
 
   Three horrible faces glared at me. Their three wands centered on my chest.
 
   My valor flickered like a candle flame in a breeze, but before it could gutter, I remembered my snakes. I made a tossing gesture with my right arm. A golden cobra sprang from my hand and sank cruel fangs into one of the monster’s wrists. Its arm turned black. The limb shriveled, split along veiny seams, and fell to the deck like a rotted banana.
 
   The witch-beast howled and stomped hard on the snake still attached to the severed arm, shattering it into glittering gold fragments.
 
   “Get back!” shouted Tammagan. She seized my shoulder and tossed me behind her just as the beast recovered and fired again from its two remaining wands. Tammagan’s entire body lurched to one side and she spun her blade in a desperate arc that deflected both beams, one near the hilt and the other the tip.
 
   More Akarri joined her and between them, they forced the monster back. Two fought the wands while the others danced in and out of range of its mammoth fists, slicing and chopping at constantly regenerating flesh.
 
   I had one snake left, and it wouldn’t be enough. I looked furtively across the deck for something to end the beast.
 
   My eye caught the anchor rod’s casting turret—it was built into the foremost part of the deck, where the bowsprit normally went. Its pneumatics looked intact. An idea flared to life in my brain.
 
   While Tammagan distracted the monster I sprinted for the castor. It was moored deep into the ship’s skeleton, a ball-shaped turret with the castor gun pointed outward. I dropped into the turret, reminiscent of the gunnery chair on the Millennium Falcon. The controls were freakishly similar to an enlarged version of an Xbox controller with similarly located joysticks and triggers. I love my world, I thought, smiling.
 
   After a moment of testing, I got the hang of swiveling the turret and swung it all the way around, bringing the guns to bear above deck. Steam hissed from exhausts up top. I stared down iron sights at the end of the barrel, which was fed by a rack filled with a half-dozen anchor rods.
 
   I depressed the right-side trigger.
 
   A huge metal harpoon propelled by magic hummed across the deck. It thudded into the shoulder of the witch-beast, running it through. The left-side trigger activated the rod’s anchor chain—a violet ribbon of energy connecting the turret to the rod stuck into the creature.
 
   It howled. I had it hooked on the barb. Manipulating one of the joysticks shortened the anchor chain, dragging the monster closer. I used the turret to lift it into the air, spin it over the side of the ship, and suspend it over the rocks far below.
 
   I adjusted the length of the anchor chain until it was directly in front of the barrel of a disabled lightning cannon. We can’t aim them. But presumably they still fire.
 
   Indeed, realization flashed in Tammagan’s eyes and she vaulted into the cannon turret.
 
   A blast of white set the world aflame, burning away every shadow. A beam of spiraling lightning broke the sky in half. Thunder washed across the deck. The bolt struck home. For a brief moment I saw a silhouette of the witch-beast wreathed in blue, but when the lightning passed through, only my blackened anchor rod, firefly motes of ash, and a rain of bones remained.
 
   I exhaled, wiping sweaty hands on my breeches, and stood from the turret. Elsie! I hopped to the deck and sprinted to where she lay. Tammagan beat me there and held her. A moment later, Ronin alighted on the deck and strode toward me. “I told you: the bunk or pain. You must like pain.”
 
   “Hold on!” I shouted, dumping my backpack on the deck and scrabbling for the computer stone.
 
   Ronin just folded his arms, as if to say, All right, wizard. Do wizard things.
 
   I activated the gyroscope. It spun and my stone lifted into its center. Punching the button for Dak repeatedly, I looked Elsie over. The rash had spread from her abdomen to her face. She was in Tammagan’s lap, lurching every time she sucked in a needle of oxygen. Her face was swollen beyond recognition.
 
   “She can’t breathe,” Tammagan shouted. “Someone get a medic!”
 
   My hands shook. The computer kept ringing and Dak didn’t pick up.
 
   “Well?” Tammagan hissed at me. “Fucking do something!”
 
   “I’m thinking,” I said. I didn’t even know what spell Elsie was hit with. That was why I needed Dak.
 
   Finally, the program clicked and I heard his voice without seeing him. “Audio only,” Dak said. “I’m working.” He still sounded pissed.
 
   “Dak, please,” I gasped. “Don’t hang up.”
 
   He must have registered the distress in my voice. “Are you okay?”
 
   “No. Jesus, she’s messed up bad.” Hives boiled across Elsie’s body. “The witches were using magic and I don’t know what they hit her with. Their incantations were strange and I didn’t understand the connection between the words and the spells. But it was English. If I know what they cast, maybe we’ll know how to fix Elsie.”
 
   “Easy, easy,” Dak said. “Will you calm your tits if I figure this out?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Tell me what the, uh, witches said.”
 
   I repeated their incantations from memory, noting especially which had made Elsie sick: All may be ever gone. “What does it mean?”
 
   “Magic words have to sound arcane,” Dak said. “Rowling lifted from Latin. Spellcasters in DC Comics just use backwards spelling for their incantations.” 
 
   “This is all in English,” I said.
 
   “But you’re right, it means something.” I could hear Dak scribbling on paper. “Here we go. They’re anagrams.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rearranged letters. Hang on. Solving an easy one. Yeah. You said she launched claws after saying, ‘Lo! War rains.’ Assuming it’s the R-A-I-N spelling, that’s an anagram of ‘arrow nails.’ And I think the one about ‘tots in urns’ was just ‘turn into spiders.’ Not sure about the last one.”
 
   “Dak—I need to know what they hit her with. The healing stones are particular to the ailment. Is it poison? Disease? A curse?” My heart seized when I realized I couldn’t even make a healing stone without the right kanji. I glanced at an Akarri. “Go to my bunk and bring me the book that says ‘dictionary.’ Now.” She rushed below deck.
 
   “Relax,” Dak said, his voice so nonchalant I wanted to punch him. 
 
   I fisted my hands into my pockets and bit down on a curse.
 
   “What are her symptoms?” he asked.
 
   “Are you going to solve it or what?”
 
   “Need a clue. Symptoms?”
 
   I glanced at her. “Swollen. Hives. She can’t breathe. Oh God, her lips are blue. Hurry!”
 
   “Yeesh, cheese it up a little more why don’t you?”
 
   Tammagan snarled. “Whoever you are, I’ll kill you for that. My soldier’s life hangs in the balance!”
 
   “You found new women to game with?” Dak asked. “No wonder you won’t invite me.”
 
   “Dak!”
 
   “I got it. It’s ‘a bee venom allergy.’”
 
   I felt stupid. “She’s in anaphylaxis.”
 
   “Yep. Got any magic epinephrine lying around?”
 
   “No.” And the Akarri wasn’t back with my dictionary.
 
   Elsie’s body convulsed and Tammagan looked at me with horror. “I—I think she’s almost had it.”
 
   I stood and ran my hands through my hair. “Think, think, think.” Staring at Elsie didn’t help, so I scanned the deck. Something clicked: when I’d poisoned Gorfina with holy water, she’d tried using her wand to cure it. That was it.
 
   I leaped for the patch of deck where the witch-beast’s arm had melted and dug through black slime, pulling out the dripping branch wand. Unwinding the golden serpent from my arm, I tapped its nose with the wand. “Purify this,” I said.
 
   The snake bit one end of the wand and coiled its gleaming body around and around until it wrapped the wand base to tip. The whole thing flashed through with light, and the metallic serpent was fused to an ivory-colored wand instead of a crooked wooden one. The head of the wand was now a petrified serpent’s head with stained-glass hood spread.
 
   I turned to my sketchpad and wrote a word, mentally rearranging letters.
 
   “What are you doing?” Dak asked over the floating computer stone.
 
   “Magic.” I jabbed the purified wand into Elsie’s midsection where the black magic had struck her. “Eep! Pin.”
 
   Energy crackled through her. The rash faded outward from the wand’s point of contact. Her entire body arched and she inhaled in one gloriously long pull. Once she’d collapsed back to the deck, her breathing came in ragged gasps.
 
   Dak chuckled. “EpiPen. Nice. See, this is why you need me. For riddles. Also, I’m good at anagrams, so I’d be a kickass sorcerer with your setting’s new magic system.”
 
   An incredible weight lifted from my shoulders. Every drop of battle readiness pounding through my heart remained, but the steely tension knotting my muscles had fled. I was lightheaded and when I stood, the energy set me to pacing a tight circle, my limbs trembling.
 
   “You there?” Dak asked. “Seriously, I think it’s time for you to cast ‘summon best friend.’ ”
 
   “I can’t,” I said. “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “This ‘you can’t play because in-game reasons’ shit is getting old. Very old.”
 
   I twisted to shout something angry and thumped square into Ronin. He still had his arms crossed.
 
   “Really?” I asked, adrenaline getting ahead of me. “You’re choosing right now to get in my face?”
 
   “Go below deck,” Ronin said. “I will see you shortly. Take your… friend… with you.” It was the gentler tone that cut me to my core—that stole the outrage from my swelling chest and left me deflated.
 
   “Hey,” Dak said. “Is that the grumpy ninja you told me about? Ronin! All the world’s worst fan-fiction authors just called. They want your name back.”
 
   I punched the icon to disconnect Dak and plucked the stone and transmitter from the deck. Clearing my throat, I said, “For the record, I really like your name. It’s really grown on—”
 
   Ronin pointed at the hatch.
 
   “Right,” I said. “Going now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine: Long Time Till Tomorrow
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t shut my bunk door because seven hundred pounds of dead witch lay in the threshold. Remembering poor Kyra, I fetched Leo from the corridor and set him on my bunk. Leo uncurled from his shell and Kyra stood on hind legs, whiskers twitching and head bobbing energetically in my direction. She seemed anxious. I’d probably have been anxious too if I were a shrew.
 
   “Hold still and I’ll fix you,” I said.
 
   I fetched the serpent wand and wrote my magic words on paper, working on a good anagram. Lifting the wand, I flicked it over Kyra. “Show me a freed thing!” It was rearranged from “dame-ing of the shrew.”
 
   Magaran magic must have liked literary references, because Kyra popped to full size in a shower of glitter, grown so fast her head banged the ceiling.
 
   Wincing, hair in disarray, Kyra patted her body and checked all the major components. She seemed as well put together as ever. Once assured, she gaped at me and threw her lanky arms around my neck. “Magister Grawflefox, you are godsent.”
 
   So this is what adulation feels like. My body rejected it like a foreign organ, spine stiffening and the awkward “this would be a horrifying time to get an erection” thought reminding me how little progress since middle school I’d made on being touched by girls. I patted Kyra’s shoulder and wormed from her grip, putting my hands in my pockets like a dope. “Glad you’re sorted out.”
 
   “I must check on my sisters,” Kyra said, dark eyes gleaming my way.
 
   I averted my gaze and nodded. “Go for it.”
 
   She left and once again I stood alone, staring at Gorfina’s remains. Head spatter decorated the floor and my bed. The room smelled like a meat locker. Meanwhile, snake-woman mucus had dried in my hair and on my face, arms, and clothes. Every inch of my clothing was crusted with it and my exposed skin was tacky. It was plastered to my wand, my backpack—even Leo’s shell. Everything I owned smelled like snake guts.
 
   I dared not sit on my bed, which had small chunks of Gorfina’s skull and brain lying atop it. There was nowhere to sit, no way to move the corpse, no way to shut my door, and I had no cleaning accoutrements. So I stood there. Sticky, corpse-scented, and feeling the enormity of tonight colliding with my small-town sensibilities.
 
   I’m not really here. I’m in a psych ward, bound in a straitjacket, and this is a hallucination. For the first time, it seemed plausible—and preferable. There were no cannibalistic witches in a psych ward. No heads blew up, showering me in gray matter. My friends would not be killed before my eyes; I was not responsible for anyone’s demise. The word “asylum” took on a profound new meaning closer to its original intent.
 
   Tonight was nothing like the fight with the orcs or the dragon. Elsie had nearly died. I flashed on a crystal-clear memory of her swollen face and ragged inhalations, on the color of her blue lips, and it sent my heart galloping. Fear chemicals tightened my muscles and the air around me thinned.
 
   I held the wall for support, head swimming. I bent over to get at some of the oxygen along the floor, but there wasn’t any there either. My face flushed and sweat worked through my shirt. I have to get out of this room. I made for the door.
 
   Ronin blocked my exit and put his hands on my shoulders. “Sit.”
 
   “There’s nowhere. It’s all…” I waved expansively, trying to seep past him.
 
   “Sit.” He pushed me onto my bed.
 
   My stomach rebelled when I felt things squish beneath me. “I’m on top of… someone’s head pieces.”
 
   “It washes out. Breathe into this.” He fashioned a small sack from the memory cloth he wore, handing it to me.
 
   “I’ll hurl into it.”
 
   “It washes out. Breathe.”
 
   I did. Gradually, the room stopped spinning and seemed real again. When the prickle faded from my lips and cheeks, I glanced at him. “I made a mess in here.” My whole body shook. “A total mess…”
 
   I realized Ronin was back to half a mask and his cowl, and he held me steady with his blue-eyed gaze. “It was an ugly battle. You were in terrible danger. Now you decide what to do with your horror—with the fear and restlessness that battle affixes to the soul. It’s embossed on you, and if you don’t confront tonight with clear eyes—ungilded, without guilt—it will haunt you.”
 
   I buried my face in my hands. “Can we have this conversation when I’m not sticky?”
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   Ronin took me a floor lower, to the Akarri quarters. Through the open doors, I could see neatly made-up bunks and Spartan rooms with few personal effects. It was deserted, the Akarri likely organized above deck. At the corridor’s end was a hexagonal chamber, its three back walls fitted with faucet heads near the ceiling and a drain on the floor. It was a shower.
 
   “I thought this was for Akarri,” I said.
 
   “My boat, my rules,” Ronin said. “No one will bother you.” He thrust a bar of soap into my hands and left me alone with the showerheads.
 
   I stripped, scooted my clothes out the door where they wouldn’t get wet, and made sure the door was secured. When the first drizzle of hot water hit the back of my scalp, I shuddered. Even without much water pressure, the sensation was exactly what I needed. I scraped the crud off my body and scrubbed my skin pink. All the filth swirled at the shower’s center and disappeared down the drain.
 
   Once, I flashed on Gorfina’s head popping. I could feel the mass of her brains thumping my chest hard enough to send me teetering. I groaned.
 
   Then I remembered her bragging about devouring a child. Not an ounce of me doubted her words. My fists clenched and I summoned again the memory and sensation of her skull fragments hitting me. This time the righteous anger I nursed in my heart whispered, Good. No matter how horrifying, I had no illusions that Gorfina deserved anything less than her fate. Maybe I should have been a better man; maybe that shouldn’t have mattered. But it did.
 
   After a solid twenty minutes, Ronin knocked. He passed a towel through a crack in the door and I dried, wrapping it around my waist. Outside the shower, I searched in vain for my underwear, breeches, shirt, and vest; everything but my shoes was gone. “Where are my clothes?”
 
   “Tossed them over the side.”
 
   My brow furrowed. “I thought it would ‘wash out.’ ”
 
   “Might have exaggerated. New ones in your bunk.”
 
   I hurried ahead of Ronin since I only had the towel, wondering how I’d change amidst the carnage in my room. However, when I arrived, I saw someone had scraped Gorfina from the floor and given it a quick scrub that had replaced the meat-locker smell with a caustic odor. My old bunk was removed from the wall for cleaning, the opposite bunk pulled out from the wall and dressed in fresh linens. A neat stack of clothes lay on the pillow.
 
   My heart swelled with gratitude. “You guys cleaned up brain matter for me?” I wanted to give Ronin a hug.
 
   “Dress,” Ronin ordered. “I’ll be back.”
 
   When he returned, I was slumped into the corner of my bed and halfway to feeling human. Ronin produced two short glasses and poured liquor into one. 
 
   He passed it to me. “Drink.”
 
   I sniffed. “I’m kind of underage.” And Dak’s no fan of the stuff.
 
   “You’re old enough to fight a battle. You can drink.”
 
   I turned the glass between my fingers. Ronin had spoken last and I felt like it was my obligation to fill the quiet.
 
   Ronin leaned back into the doorframe, liquor bottle and one empty glass in hand. He never spoke and his face was inscrutable beneath that damn mask.
 
   “I wanted to help,” I finally said. “That’s why I went above deck.”
 
   “Admirable.”
 
   I shook my head. “I had to. This world is my fault.”
 
   “This world is not your fault,” he said. “It’s larger than you. And it was here first.”
 
   “How sure of that are you?” I asked.
 
   “Very.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I was there,” Ronin said.
 
   I blinked. “Before me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What was it like before I changed it?”
 
   “Not good. I lived on an island then. Alone. Ignored it for as long as I could.”
 
   “And now you’re at war with Dracon.” I sipped the burning liquor and winced. Resolving to get it down in one go, I tossed it back. Bad as it tasted, the nuclear sensation updrafting from my gorge was worse. “That’s wretched.”
 
   Ronin filled the second glass and traded it for my empty.
 
   “No fair,” I said. “You’re undoing my hard work.”
 
   “Last one,” he promised.
 
   I stared into the amber liquid, gulped it all in one go, and wiped at my eyes. My head was fuzzy and my body leaden. Words spilled more easily off my lips. “Elsie’s my friend—she’s a new friend, but I like her. I watched her almost die. She’s safe, but my heart’s not slowing down. Every second feels like the moment I thought she was going to die. I can’t turn that off. What if I never can? What if that incredible need to go and do something never fades?”
 
   “It will. But it may come back, too.”
 
   “Comforting,” I groused.
 
   Ronin shrugged.
 
   “I figured if I fought a battle, I’d be ready for Dracon.”
 
   He shook his head. “You will never be ready. But you will have help.”
 
   That actually was a comfort. “I’d much rather be the support caster.”
 
   “You have a knack. You fixed Kyra.”
 
   “I like her better when she’s tall. I can look into her eyes.” I studied Ronin. “I know why Dracon hates me. It’s because I changed things. Why does he hate you?”
 
   Ronin ignored my question. “He hates you for many reasons. Your presence divides the power allotted to your kind. Your mere existence and beating heart make him weaker.”
 
   “Why won’t he just let me go home, then?”
 
   “You would wreak more havoc on his world from your easel than from within Rune. He has to kill you here. That’s why he’s sealed the pathways to Earth. The only way out is through Dracon.”
 
   “I have a family. I don’t want to sound impatient, but… how long will this take?”
 
   Ronin shrugged again. “Who can say? But since you can speak with your Earth friend, you should make arrangements. You may not return home for some time.” He paused, as if considering whether to say more. “You may not return at all.”
 
   I sighed. “One more thing for my ‘to do’ list. God. Aunt Amy’s going to kill me if I miss Christmas.”
 
   “Worry about it tomorrow,” he said. “And add this to your ‘list’: talk to the Akarri about the battle. It may help exorcise your demons.”
 
   “I thought you said I had to stay in my bunk.” I passed him the empty glass.
 
   “You may now take your meals with the Akarri.” He turned to leave.
 
   “What about you? You going to talk about anything?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So you haven’t got any demons to exorcise?”
 
   “There’s nothing in me but demons,” Ronin said.
 
   “Sounds badass. Maybe I should just do that instead.”
 
   “I wouldn’t recommend it.” He shut the door behind him.
 
   It was a rough night. I woke twice gasping for air. The meat-locker smell came back sometime after midnight, pushing through the scent of lye. I tried sleep again, but was wrapped in Gorfina’s stink, which dipped me into nightmares of being swallowed and digested. Near dawn, an Akarri must have shouted outside my bunk; I woke instantly, muscles wired with twitchy alertness, with my heart in my ears. I lulled myself back to sleep and no one woke me for breakfast, so it was my computer stone’s ringtone that roused me around ten.
 
   I fumbled with the gyroscope, managed to get the stone floating, and saw Dak was calling me. Scrubbing the tired from my face, I tapped the icon and my friend appeared.
 
   “Long night?” he asked.
 
   “Look,” I said. “Thanks for last night. I mean that. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
 
   “I’ll always have your back. But just a reminder: that’s a lot harder when your back is far away.”
 
   Farther than you think. “It’s going to stay that way,” I said.
 
   “I get it,” Dak said. “Don’t like it, but we’ve run closed games before. You got the invite, I didn’t; and it’s a magnificent game. You’d be a fool not to play just because I’m not there.”
 
   “That’s…” I ran my hands through my hair. “That’s not what I mean. Dak.” I looked him in the eyes. “I’m going to be gone a while. Maybe years. So I have to disconnect from Earth and dilate time on your end. It’s the only way to spare Aunt Amy and Uncle Scott the freak-out.” And maybe you, too.
 
   He frowned, searching for my meaning.
 
   “I’ll check in every hundred days my-time,” I said. “That means we’ll talk tomorrow your-time. If I don’t contact you or leave a message once a day… assume the worst. If I disconnect, years on my end will be weeks or months on yours. It’ll keep my life from getting away from me. If I’m gone over a week and people come looking for me, try to keep Aunt Amy and Uncle Scott’s spirits up. If I stop calling you… it means I’m dead. They’ll do better if they know. I’m sorry if you have to be the one to tell them.”
 
   Dak’s frown deepened, blending hurt and anger. He couldn’t decide whether to tell me off or believe me.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said, voice pinching. I waited until I could speak again. “This thing could take decades. It’d kill my family. And hell, if by some stroke of luck it ends in the next few months my-time, I’d love to come home and convince you it was a stupid game I played over the weekend.”
 
   “But you’re telling me it’s not,” Dak said.
 
   I couldn’t lie to him. “It’s not.”
 
   “You’re an asshole,” Dak said.
 
   “It’s not a game.”
 
   “This is the dumbest practical joke anyone’s ever attempted. This is Andy Kaufman levels of messed up.” Dak shook his head. “And I’m not amused. Leveraging your aunt and uncle to make me buy it? That’s ugly.”
 
   “Yeah, it was a dumb idea for a joke,” I said. A lonely weight settled into the pit of my stomach like a frozen stone. I tried a smile that felt plastic. “I’ll talk to you Sunday. Get some studying done. Check you later.”
 
   I disconnected.
 
   And I stared at my gyroscope.
 
   I didn’t want to, but my fingers flicked the dial from EARTH to RUNE, severing the connection between our worlds—dilating time on Dak’s end. I accessed a calendar on my computer and set an alarm for one hundred days from now; it was the next time I’d allow myself to communicate with my best friend. “Long time till tomorrow,” I whispered.
 
   ***
 
   I saw myself as a modern thinker, capable of sampling from cultural traditions, able to keep what I liked for substantive or aesthetic reasons and jettison the rest. Traditional notions of “masculine” and “feminine” meant little to me: I loved to cook, despised sports that weren’t Calvinball or StarCraft II, and getting beat up by The Murph failed to dent my self-worth.
 
   However, some cultural taboos were stronger than I was. After cutting myself off from Dak for the next hundred days, I cried. And I was ashamed.
 
   It took a good wallow and some head-thumping into the wall before I had it together. I made it to the galley in time for lunch, though. The Akarri ate hot biscuits slathered in mashed chicken with gravy—the kind that came from a can. The soldiers treated it like a big deal.
 
   “Magister Grawflefox!” Kyra shouted. “Partake in our victory biscuits.”
 
   I snagged a tray and slumped onto the bench, lifting a drippy biscuit. Appearance aside, it was an incredible biscuit—the white fluff seemed to soak in the gravy down to a certain level, but not far enough to make the whole affair soggy. “These are amazing,” I said between bites.
 
   “We save them for good days,” Kyra said. “Surviving a scrape with Magaran witches counts as a good day.”
 
   I realized I had no idea what had happened in the fight. “Did everyone… I mean, we didn’t… lose anyone… did we?”
 
   “No,” Kyra said. “Though we have no idea how they found us over Korvian soil. The Magarans usually stick to the Shadow Fen. Have you any thoughts?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. But I’ll brain on it. It’s a safe bet I was their target.”
 
   “Agreed,” she said. “We think they flew through the forest at ground level to avoid our imaging stones. The infiltrator who attacked you made it past our watchwoman, but she caught the coven when they followed. They assumed the bottom of our ship was a blind spot—but the imaging stones give us a view of every facing of our ship, and we dropped lightning on the heads of those who flew straight to the weather deck.”
 
   “How’d they take out the cannons?” I asked.
 
   “Three dismounted below the ship and scaled to the weather deck,” Kyra said. “The imaging stone gives us sight on our ship’s belly, but the firing arcs on our cannons don’t cover that area.”
 
   “Something of a design flaw,” I said. My mood soured when I remembered I’d drawn the sky ships that way. It was my design flaw.
 
   “The three who disabled the lightning cannons were the ones who transformed into the big one,” Kyra said. “The big one who attacked you below deck had an eel shot out from under her and crashed into Agra.” She shook her head. “Filthy creature broke Agra’s arm and two ribs. She’ll need to visit the infirmary in Amyss.”
 
   “Anyone else hurt?” I asked.
 
   “They blinded Dori with some kind of glue, but we ripped enough off for her to breathe. An eel tossed Fi over the side, but thank Varus, she sank her blade into the hull. Clung tight just long enough for Ronin to pull her back on deck.” Kyra thumped the shoulder of the blonde to her left, who had close-shorn hair and a dark feather tattoo on one side of her face. “Quinny was wounded by their arrow nails, but she refuses a sickbed, the stubborn ox.”
 
   Quinny snorted. “You call that a wound?” In point of fact, white bandages wrapped her entire midriff.
 
   Kyra narrowed her eyes at Quinny. “It went through you. You should be on bed rest.”
 
   “You give the healers an inch and next thing you know, they cancel your shore leave,” Quinny said. “I got seven or eight pints on Galley Row with my name on ’em, soon as we hit Amyss.”
 
   “You drink those pints and you’re liable to need two corks for the holes in you,” Kyra said. “One in front, one in back.”
 
   “Not the holes I plan on having corked,” Quinny said, and all the Akarri but Kyra burst out laughing.
 
   Kyra’s face turned scarlet, but she schooled her features nonetheless. “You won’t be laughing if one of your dozen-odd lovers pops your sutures.”
 
   “Are you offering to tag along and satisfy my lovers?” Quinny asked.
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “I’ll lend you anyone but Tarv—he’s my favorite.”
 
   Kyra tilted her chin up. “I do not like taverns.”
 
   “This is why I love rich girls,” Quinny announced. “All proper words. Two pints and you’ll be dancing on the tables like the rest of us gutter rats.”
 
   “Not so,” Kyra said. “I would dance better than you. I’ve had lessons.”
 
   Quinny blinked. “They got lessons for dancing? You upper-crust gals ruin everything.”
 
   They jabbed at one another awhile and when I had a moment, I asked Kyra about Elsie.
 
   “Still in sickbay.” Kyra leaned in conspiratorially. “We’ve all agreed she’s better. Elsie’s just lazy and likes to be waited on.”
 
   “Who’s playing nurse?”
 
   “Captain Tammagan’s taking her meals,” Quinny said.
 
   I chortled. “I bet she is.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Quinny asked, an edge to her voice.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, remembering what Elsie had said about Akarri culture. First rule of life: don’t pick a fight with anyone who’s tattooed their face and carries a bladed object. “Obviously Elsie likes to be waited on by a superior officer.” Who she’s completely hot for. “That’s all.”
 
   Quinny seemed satisfied and I caught Kyra hiding a grin. It gave me a sense for who was in the know.
 
   An awkward silence settled over the galley. Since I’d already train-wrecked the moment, it seemed an opportunity to shovel another socially awkward question onto the table. “So Ronin mentioned I should talk stuff out with you all.” I studied the remaining biscuit on my plate.
 
   “Talk about what?” Kyra asked.
 
   “That was sort of my first battle,” I said.
 
   “Not so,” Kyra said. “You slew a dragon.”
 
   “The dragon and orcs weren’t the same. They weren’t straight-up battles. No one shot anything at me. None of my friends were hurt. I was in danger, but… not like last night.”
 
   Quinny grunted. “You’ve got nerves?”
 
   “I think. Do any of you wake up jittery? Have nightmares?”
 
   They all stared. No one said anything and I was terrified they were moments away from laughing their asses off; that, or the awkwardness would grow so palpable that they’d stand up one by one and wander away, leaving me staring at a table of half-gone biscuits and gravy.
 
   Kyra shifted uncomfortably and said, “Yes,” at precisely the moment Quinny straightened and said, “I have.”
 
   They glanced at one another and some hidden communication passed between them. Then Kyra went first. “Nightmares after my first real fight. It was before I had my field medallion—a bog demon came on the village my master and I were staying at, and the two of us put it down. Master took a nasty blow that knocked her senseless and the final exchange was my responsibility.”
 
   “It’s the cannons that do it for me,” Quinny said. “I been here longer than most; we took our boat through a gaggle of dragons once, tossing out lightning left and right. Fire poured back from the beasts. We won the battle—lost some good soldiers. But damned if the boom of thunder doesn’t take me right back to those moments and set my heart to pounding. I hated it at first. Then got used to it.” She shrugged and her grin was half feral. “Sometimes I wonder if I’d miss it.”
 
   “So you get used to it?” I asked, looking around the table, hungry for reassurance.
 
   They all had different answers for me. There were eight Akarri at the table and eight completely different experiences. I got a distinct “wait and see” gist, but Ronin had a point: the talk loosened me up about what had happened. None of the soldiers laughed off my worries—though Quinny made light of my bowel-evacuating moment with the dragon, which I really hoped wouldn’t spawn any unfortunate nicknames.
 
   The conversation shifted back to shore leave and back to Quinny trying to con Kyra into carousing with the rest of the crew. Quinny had rank and experience on everyone else at the table and struck me as a second-in-command sort, after Tammagan. She wasn’t as formal as the good captain—Kyra had no compunctions about biting off an indelicate response when Quinny prodded her too much.
 
   The talk of shore leave reminded me of Ronin’s talk from the night before. When Kyra looked in dire need of a new subject, I jumped in. “What does Ronin do when you’re in port?” Dak was probably right—I had to keep chasing the ninja lead.
 
   Kyra latched on to the topic. “We’ve no idea. He’s rarely seen unless there’s trouble brewing.”
 
   “Maybe he goes back to his island,” I said.
 
   Blank stares all around.
 
   “You know—his island? The one he’s from.”
 
   Kyra’s mouth fell open, then closed. She leaned in and whispered, “He told you that?”
 
   “He… didn’t tell you?”
 
   “He tells us nothing,” she said.
 
   “Does this settle the bet?” asked an excited Akarri.
 
   “No,” Quinny said authoritatively. “Anyone can live on an island. It’s not enough.”
 
   “Bet?” I shook my head. “You’ve lost me.”
 
   “We have a betting pool,” Kyra said. “My money says Ronin is a ghost possessing armor. There’s nothing beneath his mask but vapor and the bonds of his final task.”
 
   “But I’ve seen his eyes,” I said.
 
   “Only in darkness. In light of day he’d appear translucent.” Kyra grinned. “I know it’s foolish, but it’s my money and my bet. Tammagan’s idea is better. She thinks Ronin is old. She laid her money on him being an elf—an old friend of Queen Eliandra’s.”
 
   “What’s the easy money say?” I asked.
 
   “Horrible scars is where I’ve got my coin,” Quinny said. “Man’s got a face like a patchwork quilt for all the fighting he does.”
 
   “You still want him,” joked one of her subordinates.
 
   “Only if he leaves the mask on,” Quinny said. “I like ’em pretty.”
 
   “What’s the most outlandish bet?” I asked, curious. Sometimes it was the strangest idea that held the most truth.
 
   “That would be Elsie’s bet,” Kyra said.
 
   “I’m sure that’s rich.”
 
   Kyra grinned. “Elsie thinks he’s Dracon’s twin brother, cursed to an eternity of vampirism.” Kyra used a dramatic voice and hand motions and it wasn’t hard to tell it was an Elsie impression. “Forced to don a demon’s face to protect himself from the tyrant sun! Made to wander the plain until he avenges his brother’s atrocities one by one! And he bangs a different woman in every book.”  
 
   “Every book?” My eyebrow shot up.
 
   “That’s why we dismiss it,” Kyra said. “It’s the plot of a novel series she reads. It’s ridiculous, but on the other hand, Valor’s Vandals do occasionally fly around on a sky ship crewed by beautiful women. So who knows?”
 
   Quinny made a disgusted face. “I hate the Vandals. Every woman’s a dope and you never see her again after Valor screws her. Much prefer Magister Ferocious.”
 
   A spirited debate erupted over the merits of the two series, both of which I gathered the entire crew had borrowed from Elsie. I made a note to ask Elsie for some reading material.
 
   Lunch was bittersweet. It hurt to watch the Akarri chat, their jokes and smiles like a phantom pain in the part of my spirit where my best friend had lived. Just three months, I reminded myself. And it also helped to be in the Akarri’s presence, because it filled the air with conversation. The thought of my lonely bunk spurred me to beg Quinny for some chores. She declined, saying Ronin wanted me “stowed” outside meal hours.
 
   I kept my sanity in the bunk by thinking on the problem Kyra had brought up. How had Dracon found me?
 
   “Magic” was the obvious answer, but it probably wasn’t his standard black magic. The Akarri knew its limits and rules—and they were confused at his finding us. So it wasn’t a standard-issue spell. It’s something he drew, I realized. Nearly anyone, it seemed, could use black magic. Whatever trinket or pet was tracking us, it seemed powerful enough that Dracon would keep it to himself.
 
   So when had Dracon started tracking me? He’d found me first at the Isle of Ipsus, but now that I thought about it, the orcs hadn’t been precisely ready for me. They’d stumbled upon me. Dracon obviously kept track of the portals in and out of Rune and probably kept orcs near known entry-portal locations, monitoring them in case one opened.
 
   He’d found me next in Astor, but could have guessed I’d wind up there—it was the city nearest the shoreline I’d shipwrecked on. I remembered the dragons swooping through the skies. It was a search pattern, I realized.
 
   No, something had happened between Astor and the Akarri ship that allowed Dracon to track me. But what? The sheer volume of possibilities terrified me. Had he acquired a hair from my head? Did he have wizard satellites in orbit tracking my movements like some NSA spook? Did they even have spy satellites that could track people when Dracon was on Earth, though? Wasn’t he from the ’70s or ’80s? The imaging couldn’t have been that good back then, right? Would he even think to try that?
 
   I shook off my paranoia. I had to narrow it down.
 
   Okay, so probably not hair fibers, or he’d have had the orcs pluck a strand. He never gave that order. It wasn’t something he needed to get off me.
 
   That was what made Astor different. The orcs hadn’t been prepared, but the dragons had flown straight from Dracon’s lair.
 
   It hit me then. The dragons brought something from Dracon’s hideout. Something I missed. Dracon was a Cold War–era artist, so of course he’d plant a bug. Probably a tracking device he tagged me with when the dragons had my attention.
 
   It could look like anything: from a coin secreted into my pocket to an arachnid-shaped tracer stuck to the bottom of the Akarri hull. The Magarans were able to follow its signal, though, so their magic could detect the bug.
 
   I fished out the serpent wand and wrote “scan transmissions” out on a sheet of paper, working through permutations for a suitable anagram. Then I tapped the snake-head wand at the air and cast: “Sins as mist. No narcs!” Blue light flashed from the wand’s head and a spherical field expanded to fill the room. I glanced left and right, seeing nothing within its field of effect.
 
   I caught a flash of red in the steel mirror. Tilting my head, I realized it was in my hair.
 
   I shuddered. Reaching up, I stroked through locks of hair behind my ear until I found something hard like a tiny pebble. I tried to scrape it off, but its grip was unyielding. I scrounged for a small knife on the bedside and cut the lock away.
 
   I held in my palm a glowing red tick the size of a sharpened pencil lead. It was rendered visible by the wand’s light—but I could see mostly through its translucent shell and realized it was invisible under normal conditions.
 
   “Of course,” I muttered. “A literal bug.” It must have jumped from dragon hide to my head in Astor and ridden me ever since. Worse yet: when I spoke, the light inside the insect flared. My spell was scanning active transmissions, which meant the tick was transmitting my every word. This wasn’t just a homing signal.
 
   It was a listening device. Dracon had heard all our plans.
 
   “You son of a bitch.” I threw it to the floor and shattered it beneath my heel. The red light winked out.
 
   ***
 
   I told Ronin about the bug, but his plans didn’t waver. “Dracon likely knew we were planning to fight him; likely knew we were traveling to Amyss. The only new information he has is that you’re more clever and dangerous than you appear.”
 
   I blinked. “I am?”
 
   “You intuited and destroyed an invisible homing beacon the size of a tick. I believe Dracon’s initial plans were to kidnap you and force you to draw for him—to attempt to undo your changes to Rune. As you become a more tangible threat, he may prioritize your murder.”
 
   “Not comforting,” I said.
 
   “It means he’s nervous,” Ronin said. “Nervous men make mistakes.”
 
   Ronin had me sweep the ship for more bugs. We found none, but it did put me to work for most of the day. When I finished, I found Tammagan and Elsie on the weather deck near the anchor-rod castor at front. They stared over the side with a respectable distance between them. I tried to skirt away in case it was an important moment, but when Elsie spotted me she squawked and threw her arms into the air. “Where’s my glad-you’re-better hug, wizard?”
 
   It was damned good to see Elsie on her feet, so I hugged her. “You look better.”
 
   “You kidding?” Elsie asked, coughing weakly. “Barely up to half strength.”
 
   Tammagan rolled her eyes. “She’s on shift to wash dishes. I suspect she’ll make a full recovery by tomorrow when the shift changes.”
 
   Elsie tilted her chin into the air. “I resent the implication.”
 
   I clasped my hands on the deck rail and looked over the side. Distant toy-sized trees passed beneath us. The sun sank toward the far horizon, lighting the cloud cover a brilliant pink. Wind snapped at my shirt and, in spite of everything, the view of a sunset from a mile over the earth eradicated all my feelings of unease. Sure, an evil wizard from Earth wanted to torture or kill me for wrecking his world. But I was on a flying pirate ship with a freaking ninja bodyguard and I had magic drawing powers. I can do this, I decided.
 
   “If you’re done sweeping the ship, you should return to your bunk,” Tammagan said. “Before Ronin catches you.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon,” I said. “Five more minutes.”
 
   “Yeah, boss,” Elsie said. “Let him enjoy it while he can.”
 
   I chuckled. Then I frowned. “What do you mean ‘while I can?’ ”
 
   “I doubt Queen Eliandra’s going to let you out of her sight once she sees what a powerful wizard you are.”
 
   “Ronin said we had to fight Dracon, though,” I said.
 
   “Ronin’s not in charge when we hit Amyss,” said Tammagan. “Queen Eliandra rules in the kingdom of Korvia, though even her power has… limits. While she will want you close and hidden, the Council may want to trade you to Dracon for peace.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Trade me?”
 
   “Make no mistake,” Tammagan said. “Magaran witches are nothing compared to the dangers that lie ahead. The forces arrayed against us are just as soulless, and cannot be fought with swords or wands.”
 
   “And what is it we’re facing, exactly?” I asked.
 
   Tammagan’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Politicians.”
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   A Pygmalion Fail, Book Two: Mistakes Were Made
 
   Coming August 2016
 
    
 
   Did you like this story? Excellent. You can help me write more by sending me a quarter million dollars. If you don’t have a quarter-million dollars, consider leaving a review or telling other people about my work. Maybe one of them will have a quarter-million dollars. You never know.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, you can follow me on Twitter @CenterFringe or check out that thing I refer to as a website at www.caseymatthews.org. Not “.com,” mind you, though last I checked the “.com” Casey Matthews also had some pretty cool stuff too, so maybe check her out and then me.
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