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ACT ONE





1

I spent the day the world ended thinking about melons. And no, that isn’t sexual innuendo. I literally spent the entire day dealing with a new melon shipment at the sleepy neighborhood grocer I worked at. We had gotten a new shipment that morning, and my boss and landlord, since I lived above the store, decided to take off early, as usual, and leave me with the entire shipment.

“Make sure they’re ripe before you put ’em out, Jake,” were the last words I ever heard from him. Being the conscientious employee that I was, and not at all slacking off, I spent most of the day unpacking the delivery and diligently checking the melons to make sure they were properly ripe—definitely not looking at my phone in the cooler all day instead.

Have you ever really tried to figure out if a melon is ripe? It is a surprisingly complicated process. First, you gotta squeeze them to make sure there are no soft spots. Once you find one that is firm, you gotta knock on it with your knuckle to make sure it’s not too firm, ya know? Then you have to take a bit of a break and look at your phone while sitting in the walk-in fridge, where nobody will find you until your vague sense of loyalty to the owner makes you drag your ass back up to check a few more melons. Very, very complicated.

My coworker, Leanne, didn’t care. She worked the cash register, and whether I spent the day stocking the shelves or goofing around in the cooler didn’t matter in the least to her. Plus, she cared even less about the job than I did. She was an artist, complete with large glasses and plenty of tattoos to prove what a good artist she was. She was actually a really genuine person and great to work with. She put up with my slacker ways without complaint, so I always appreciated sharing a shift with her.

So anyway, the end of the world.

Well, I didn’t know it was the end of the world when it started. The first sign that something had gone wrong was when the music Leanne was blaring out to the entire store from behind the counter—some local screamcore band, it sounded like to me—stopped abruptly.

At the same time the music cut off, my phone went dark in my hand. I picked myself up from the cold floor and stuck my head out of the cooler.

“Leanne,” I called out toward the front of the store, “did your phone just die?”

I waited a moment, but there was no response.

“Leanne?” I called again.

Leanne wasn’t the kind of coworker to play a prank. Plus, there was no way she could mess with my phone like that, anyway.

I walked out of the cooler and through the small aisles of the store until I could see the little register she worked at. Leanne was nowhere in sight.

“Leanne . . .” I said to myself. The little TV with our security monitors was placed behind the counter, and from where I stood, I could see it was off, too.

As I stood there, unsure of what to do, the lights flickered, and I heard a bloodcurdling scream from out front of the store. It was not just your regular, everyday kind of scream. This was a dedicated voice-actress-starring-in-her-first-slasher-movie kind of scream. It literally gave me goosebumps. It was so loud and . . . real. It made me realize I had never actually heard someone truly let loose and scream as loud as they humanly could before. Movies did not do a true scream justice.

Like all good commuters wanting to stop to find out what happened on the side of the road when they passed an accident, my instinct was to run out front to see what was wrong. But another part of me couldn’t get the realness of that scream out of my head, and I realized something might truly be wrong out there. I walked forward slowly and stopped at the counter, where Leanne should have been. As I got closer, I could see that a strange gray goo covered the counter and dripped down behind it.

I leaned over the counter and looked at the goo more closely. There was a big puddle of it right where Leanne would have been standing.

“Leanne . . . ?”

Another scream, this one more masculine-sounding, came from out front of the store. I whipped my head around and looked out the storefront windows to see where the screams were coming from.

Outside, past the wooden stands of fruit that I put out every morning, I could see that traffic had stopped. While I lived in a sleepy little town, our store was in the heart of downtown—if it could ever really be called that—and the street in front of our store was pretty busy. Five or six cars were just sitting in the road, unmoving. None of them appeared to be running, and whoever had been driving them was gone.

One car had an open door, and there was a person rooting through it. I blinked several times to make sense of what I was looking at. The person was covered in dark brown fur, and I was staring directly at its bare ass as it bent down to root through the car.

As I watched, it finished whatever it was doing in the car and stood up. The creature had an enormous set of antlers sticking above its head, and I had a very sick feeling in my stomach that it wasn’t wearing some kind of fancy hat.

“What the fuck . . .” I whispered. The creature seemed to see something that interested it further down the street, then whipped its head to the side and bounded off in that direction.

I looked at the car it had been rooting around in and saw it hadn’t been looking for items to steal, like I had initially thought. Seated in the front seat was a woman. Or what was left of a woman. Her dress was torn, and her throat was bloody where the creature had taken a large bite out of her neck. The creature had been eating that woman!

“What the hell?” I couldn’t stop myself from yelling as I stumbled back and fell to the ground. I felt bile rising and had to swallow several times to stop myself from puking at the sight of the woman’s neck.

“This has to be some sick joke,” I said. The empty store answered back with a resounding nothing.

As I stared in shock out the window, a large gray spider scuttled along the building across the street from me. It just . . . fucking ran along the side of the building. A large. Gray. Fucking. Spider.

It was the size of a damn car. What the hell was going on?

One thing was for certain: I did not want to encounter whatever ate that lady or a giant goddamned spider. If I just stood here like an idiot, I was going to be food any moment now, no matter how unreal everything seemed.

I rolled over and began to crawl across the concrete floor of the store to the front door. The owner had installed a pretty good security system since crime had been on the rise lately. He had installed a thick steel gate that we pulled down at night to secure the front of the store. If I could pull that down and lock it, I would at least have something between me and whatever the hell was going on.

I could hear more screams and yells from outside the store. From my prone position on the floor, I carefully pushed open the door and tried to reach the steel gate, but I forgot about the bell that rang whenever the shop door was opened.

As soon as I pushed the door open, the stupid motherfucking bell let out its obliviously happy little chime. A chime I had heard for years and never had a problem with. A chime I thought I was on good terms with. And now it went and did this to me? The little asshole!

I looked up quickly to see if anything heard the bell but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary (like giant fucking monsters). I couldn’t help looking back at the woman in the car, her body now slumping to the side and slowly sliding onto the street. Her blood was pooling on her dress and dripping down the car seat.

“Ughhhh,” I groaned, trying desperately not to puke at the sight.

Before I could lose my nerve, I quickly stood and then jumped up to grab the gate. As I got ahold of it and pulled it down with me, the sound of the gate rang out into the empty street.

A creature’s head poked above one of the stalled cars right in front of me. It looked like a little green person, almost like a twisted and evil-looking Christmas elf. As it saw me, it gave a grin that was way too wide and full of way too many sharp teeth to be natural.

“Fuck!” I yelled as I yanked down on the steel gate. Before I could get it down all the way and lock it, several more of the creatures poked their heads up from the nearby cars. Another one stepped out from behind the car right in front of the shop—no more than five feet from where I was struggling to get the gate closed.

As I threw my weight against the gate, the nearest little creature leaped forward and dove under the steel gate. Faster than I could react, it latched onto my leg with its nasty little teeth and bit into me.

“Aghhh!” I yelled, falling backward and letting go of the gate inadvertently. The gate zinged right back up, making an even louder sound than it made when I pulled it downward.

“No!” I yelled again, feeling the little monster’s teeth grind deeply into my calf. I fell back against the concrete, and pain jolted up my back and spine as I landed. I saw the rest of the little monsters leaping toward me with their manic, sharp-toothed grins, ready to eat me as well.

Panic overtook me, and I started feeling a strange burning sensation in my chest. Was I having a heart attack, too? In my early twenties? Was I just being royally screwed by the universe and this was all just a sick way to kill me? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a soft golden glow begin to shine in front of me, and just as the rest of the little monsters were about to make it past the gate, everything just . . . froze.

The little monsters were completely still—some even mid-leap in the air toward me. The creature on my leg stopped grinding its teeth into the muscle. The sounds of screams and yells in the distance had stopped.

I looked down at the glow and saw it was coming from a card hovering and slowly rotating in front of my chest. I squinted at it in confusion. What was going on? The entire world had gone insane! Why was there a card floating out of my chest?

As the card rotated, I saw that it looked like an old-fashioned tarot card. It was very ornate, and on one side was writing in cursive. Before I could read it, the card rotated. The other side had what looked like a picture of a man with his hand outstretched, surrounded by a golden bubble.

I felt . . . something inside me connect to the card in front of me. I also felt a strange urge that told me I needed to do something quickly or whatever was going on was going to end soon. The sense of urgency I felt overcame my shock, and I reached down and grabbed the little monster latched onto my leg and pulled his mouth open like he was a rabid dog until I could free myself.

Looking up at all the frozen monsters coming at me, I stood quickly and threw the little monster away. The creature was easy to lift since it seemed to be frozen in place like all the others and wasn’t fighting back. I then jumped up, grabbed the gate above me, and yanked it down again. The landing jarred my injured leg painfully, but I gritted my teeth and slammed the gate down.

As I did, I felt whatever had infused me and frozen the creatures suddenly run out. The card that had been floating in front of me stopped glowing and sank back into my chest. Ignoring how utterly freaky that was, I secured the gate and locked it behind me.

As I clicked the lock closed, several bodies slammed against the gate right near my head, and I jerked back in shock. My injured leg couldn’t hold me and I collapsed to the ground again, pain shooting through my entire body as I fell.

Pressed against the steel gate were the creatures, panting and trying to fit their fingers through. Disgusting saliva dripped from their mouths and tongues as they slammed their heads against the gate in an attempt to reach me. Their rabid eyes stared at me in anger and hunger.

“Fucking fuck,” I said to them as I scooted my ass back into the store with my arms as quickly as I could. “You are not real,” I told the creature. “This is some crazy nightmare. The melons were full of psychedelic drugs from some crazy melon-smuggling drug dealer. I am in the cooler right now, tripping out of my mind.”

The creatures did not seem convinced by my arguments and continued to frantically scrabble at the steel gate. I closed the door to the shop behind me, ringing that goddamn traitorous bell once more, and then collapsed back on the cold concrete before beginning to hyperventilate.

I had never been one to have panic attacks, but I couldn’t stop myself from gasping over and over. I tried to slow my breathing but couldn’t stop myself. I kept gasping more and more. Images of the little monster attached to my leg, images of the woman in the car, and images of the giant fucking spider stopped me from being able to relax enough to take a deep breath.

I kept gasping, my panic rising more and more until suddenly everything went white and I passed out. 
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I woke up some time later. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Unlike in stories, the memories of what happened didn’t rush back to me all of a sudden. I woke up remembering exactly what the fuck had happened. Monsters, dead people, something biting my leg! I remembered it all.

Before I could start panicking again, I looked up at the entrance of the store and saw that the little monsters had disappeared. However long I’d been passed out had been long enough for them to lose interest in me, apparently.

Of course, as soon as I realized they were gone, it occurred to me that we had a back door to the shop. It shouldn’t have been open, but I was pretty sure I didn’t lock it after getting the melon delivery this morning. I almost didn’t bother locking it because I liked to take my breaks in the back alley behind the store sometimes.

I was overtaken by an image of that swarm of little monsters—or worse, a big one—figuring out how to open the door and rushing at me through the aisles of the store. It felt so real that I looked behind me, quickly expecting to see something coming for me, but thankfully, nothing was there.

I listened intensely but couldn’t hear anything—not even the screams from outside the store. That didn’t seem like a good thing. I mean, the screaming was bad, but the lack of screaming somehow seemed even worse.

Grimacing, I stood and hobbled my way to the back of the store. In the back was the cooler I had been wasting the day in, a walk-in freezer with glass windows, a breakroom with a sad couple of chairs, a table, a fridge, and a television, and a small metal door leading out to the back of the store. A small metal door that I saw was still closed, thankfully.

I rushed over and locked the door immediately. It was a thick door and had a relatively new lock, so it should hopefully keep out anything trying to get inside. At least it could keep out most normal things . . .

I wanted to go collapse in one of the chairs in the breakroom and try to figure out what the hell was going on, but if I did, I might not get up for a while and the bites on my leg were starting to burn in a way that was a bit concerning.

I hobbled my way to our little drug section and grabbed some bandages and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. I took those with me to the employee bathroom. When I tried to turn on the light, nothing happened, but enough light came in through the big windows at the front of the store that I could see if I left the door open.

I put my leg up on the little employee sink and looked at what that little . . . thing had done to me. The creature’s teeth had pierced through my jeans and sunk into the meat of my calf, but it didn’t seem like it had bitten my shin bone or lower down on my Achilles tendon, which was probably a good thing. The material of my jeans was torn, and bits of it were jammed into the bite marks, where blood slowly dripped out of the wounds.

I started to swoon from lightheadedness as I looked down at such gruesome wounds on my leg, but I could not afford to pass out right now. I might never wake up.

Summoning my resolve—something I didn’t even know I really had before—I unscrewed the rubbing alcohol, and before I could second-guess myself, I poured a good amount of it down my calf.

“Arggggggg!” I let out a muffled yell. I tried to stop myself from alerting anything that might come eat me but wasn’t able to stop myself completely. That hurt so fucking badly!

Refusing to stop, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to continue if I did, I reached down and pulled my jeans up to my knee. The feeling of the material being pulled out of the wounds almost made me pass out, but I pushed through and doused my leg in another round of alcohol. Part of me marveled at the resolve I was displaying, but most of me was simply trying not to vomit all over my wounded leg in fear and disgust.

Grimacing, with tears running down my cheeks, I cleaned the wounds as best as I could. After dousing the bite marks over and over with alcohol, I turned on the sink, very thankful to see I still had running water for now. I rinsed out the wounds several times with fresh water.

After that, I bandaged them up and then hobbled over to the breakroom area and collapsed into one of the chairs.

There, I stared into space. I couldn’t even think clearly. I just stared at the empty room in complete silence. The little breakroom TV that was always blaring some inane daytime TV show was black. The hum from the little fridge was gone. Whatever the fuck had just happened was too much to even think about, and I took a bit of comfort in the silence around me.

After some time, I pushed myself up and grabbed a soda from the fridge. I sat back down and nursed the soda as I thought about what I had seen. Monsters weren’t real. But they sure did bite hard for not being real. That woman in the car sure found out they were real. I couldn’t afford to not treat them as real if I wanted to avoid ending up like her.

That card that came from inside my chest. What was that?

As I thought about the card, that same energy I had felt before filled my chest again. It was hard to describe. It was like the warmth left over after you placed a warm pack on a sore muscle. A lingering warmth that didn’t necessarily feel bad but still felt very strange coming from right in the middle of my chest.

As I looked, the card began to float out of my chest again and slowly rotate in front of me.

“This is just unreal,” I said, staring at the card. I didn’t want to touch it. If I touched it, it felt like I would be accepting all the insanity that was going on, like by reaching out to the card, I would complete my side of some evil contract that threw my normal, boring little life into complete chaos.

I continued to stare at the card, but it didn’t stop rotating in front of my chest. Finally, curiosity overcame me and I reached up and grabbed it. As I did, the card stopped floating and I was able to grab it just like it was a normal card.

The card was heavier than I expected. As I examined it, I realized the card was made of some kind of thin metal. It was the size of a smartphone. On one side were ornate decorations, like something from a medieval manuscript. On the other side, there was an image of a young man who looked remarkably like me—skinny but not particularly in shape, short brown hair, a confused expression on his face. He was gesturing outward and was surrounded by a golden bubble.

Time Stasis

Level 1

Legendary Power

Time is the greatest punishment given to mankind, for no person has ever escaped the call of time when it comes to collect its due.

Grants the caster the ability to stop time for up to thirty seconds once a day.
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“What?” I said as I finished reading the description. What in the world did all that mean? I could see the description of the card on the bottom, the name of the card at the top, and then a bubble with the number one inside it. The level of the card or something like that? Above the description of the card were the words Legendary Power, which seemed kind of important.

Time had apparently stopped when those little monsters were about to eat me. Did I use the card somehow? It was hard to tell how long things had seemed frozen because I was panicking so much, but it could have been thirty seconds.

“This is too damn weird,” I said as I stared at the card in my hand. Was the golden bubble on the card what I had used to survive? A bubble of time?

Frowning, I brought the card back toward my chest and watched as it slowly faded back inside of me. I felt the warmth return to my chest.

“That is just too creepy,” I said, staring at my chest.

I sat back in the chair and finished off my soda as I thought about what to do next. I felt exhausted even though it was still the middle of the day. The pain in my leg, plus the panic and confusion, made me feel more tired than I could ever remember feeling. I was generally a pretty laid-back person—I had never even been in a fist fight—and I had turned down a few high-pressure jobs to move back to my hometown after college so I could help take care of my mom. After she passed away a few years ago, I just stuck around and found myself enjoying a simple life here at the store. I sometimes felt bad about how little I was doing with my life, but it was my life to waste if I wanted to do so.

I did sometimes feel a bit trapped in the past. In high school, I used to spend the weekends with friends right outside this same store, and now, years later, I still spent most of my days in the few blocks that were considered the “downtown area” of our town. In fact, now that I thought about it, I had been dwelling on that exact thought in the cooler when I was looking at my phone.

I had been thinking that I felt a bit frozen in time, trapped in the same place for my entire life.

I looked down at my chest again and mentally urged the card to come out. It immediately lifted out of my chest, and I grabbed it again. Was that really me on the card? I squinted at it, but the closer I looked, the harder it was to make out the details.

Whatever happened out on the street was clearly connected to these cards. And the disappearance of Leanne, which I had forgotten about in all the confusion. I stood and put the card back into my chest as I hobbled out to the front of the store, where I had last seen her.

Poking my head out from the back area, I looked to make sure nothing was in front of the store. Seeing it clear, I hobbled carefully up to the counter. The goo that had covered the counter and floor was still there.

I sniffed but couldn’t smell anything strange in the air. I didn’t really want to touch the goo. Was this Leanne?

Staring at the goo didn’t provide me with any answers. I looked out at the street again. The sun was just starting to set and the shadows on the street seemed especially dangerous. I couldn’t help but imagine what could be hiding in the growing shadows outside the store.

“The thing is,” I said to the goo that was probably Leanne, “if I was given this card after whatever the hell happened to the world, then maybe everyone that wasn’t turned into goo has a card, too.”

I walked over to the window and peered out at the woman’s body. She was still slumped out of her car.

“So if I want to survive whatever is going on,” I said, “should I go out there and see if that woman has one as well?”

Leanne didn’t answer me, of course, but talking helped a bit with the growing panic I felt when I considered the idea of going back out there.

Deciding I needed to do something before it was completely dark, I gave one last look out to the street and then hobbled to the back room. There, I unlocked the door and took several deep breaths.

“Something is going on,” I said to psych myself up. “I cannot just stay here forever or I will eventually die.”

My mind replied with the convincing argument that dying slowly in the store seemed a hell of a lot better than dying from monsters eating me.

“I don’t want to die at all,” I told that part of my brain. “Whatever these fucking cards are, I need to take the chance to find out now before shit gets even weirder.”

My mind had no response to that, so I pushed open the back door and looked out quickly before I could stop myself. Instead of the back alley that should have been there, with the familiar dumpster that smelled like rotten cabbage and the crate I sat on as I read my phone during my breaks, there was a field of grass that stretched for about half a mile. Beyond that was a huge fucking forest that stretched across the horizon as far as I could see.

“Whelp,” I said, closing the door immediately. “That sure ain’t right.”

I opened the door to check again, and yup, that was a forest. There should have been the neighboring businesses’ back doors and the second- or third-story apartments above them, similar to my building. Instead, there was . . .

“A fucking forest! Are you kidding me? C’mon!”

I stared at the forest in shock.

“You know what? Fuck you. Just fuck you, world. This is just over the top.”

I looked away from the forest and stepped outside. I quickly walked to the small gap between our building and the business next door and walked to the main street in front of the shop.

Looking both ways, I couldn’t see anything moving in either direction. Feeling strangely disconnected from my brain by the ridiculousness of everything that was happening, I hobbled forward toward the lady in the car. It all felt unreal, and I realized I was probably deeply in shock and reacting very poorly, but another part of me didn’t care anymore. It was too much. Too unreal. Monsters? Forests? Stupid cards coming from inside me? No thanks.

As I got to the woman, the gruesomeness of her corpse started to bring me back to reality, but I pushed through my fear and looked around for some kind of stupid magical body-card that had magic powers to fight evil monsters that somehow existed all of a sudden in this goddamned stupid fucking ridiculous world now.

I didn’t see anything on her or in the car, but as I leaned down toward her, her chest started to glow like mine had before my card came out. I reached out toward the glow, and a card appeared from her chest and floated out to my hand. I grabbed it quickly and brought it toward my chest as I leaned as far away from her body as I could.

I felt the card’s warmth enter my chest, and when I looked down, I saw the card disappearing inside me.

“Stupid cards,” I muttered as I looked around again to make sure things were still safe. I turned and hobbled back down the narrow gap between the buildings and ducked into the store. I closed and locked the door behind me.

As I stood there with the door in front of me, my shock started to fade as panic and fear started to come back to me. Had I seriously just walked out there and done that? I hadn’t even been trying to hide! Those creatures could have been hiding behind the cars. Or giant spiders waiting above the store entrance for me to come out. Or who knew what could have been out there?

I started hyperventilating again, and my legs felt weak. I sat down quickly and tried to take deep breaths.

“So . . . stupid . . . what . . . the . . . hell . . .”

I gasped, sucking in air. No more passing out. No more passing out, Jake! C’mon!

Eventually, my panic subsided. I leaned back against the door behind me and closed my eyes. I was exhausted, mentally and physically.

I stood with a groan and slowly made my way over to our local crafts section. Here, we had handmade blankets, scarves, and hats from local crafters. I grabbed them all and took them back to the breakroom. Once there, I moved the table and chairs into one corner and spread out the blankets until I had a bit of padding on the hard concrete floor. I used the scarves and hats to make a rough pillow and pulled one of the blankets over myself before falling immediately into an exhausted sleep. 
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I woke up to the sound of something very large sniffing at the back door. The sound jolted me from a shallow sleep, and I almost cried out before I stopped myself. I held my breath and listened to the sound. It sounded like a dog, but . . . larger.

I shivered.

It must have caught my scent from under the door. I sat there in complete silence for what seemed like a half hour or longer while it continued to sniff and snort around the back door before finally leaving.

I refused to move or make a sound after the sound stopped, worrying it was still there. Another five or ten minutes passed before I finally relaxed a little and lay back down. I didn’t know what that was, but I did not want to face it, especially not at night and in a small back area of my shop.

It wasn’t pitch black—some light spilled in from the front of the store—but it was still pretty dark back here. I lay back and closed my eyes, listening to the silence surrounding me. Even at night, when I slept above the shop, there had always been the occasional car, the buzz of electricity, the sounds of a small town. Now, there was nothing.

Feeling myself only getting more worked up as I listened to the total silence around me, I reached toward my chest and “pulled” in the strange way that seemed to bring the cards out. They both came spiraling slowly out of my chest, stacked like a deck of cards on top of each other. The card from the woman glowed with a soft red light, whereas my card glowed gold.

I grabbed the cards and slid her card on top to read it.

Fire Burst

Level 1

Common Power

Fire made civilization possible. If it wants, it can also take it back.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a burst of fire that does a high amount of damage to one target. Can be cast once every ten seconds.
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That seemed ominous.

Was this tied to the woman outside like my card was tied to me? Was she angry and wishing she could blow something up when things changed? Or were these all just random and I was stretching to find a reason behind it all? There was no way to tell right now, so I tried not to dwell on it too much.

I put the cards away, and as the light faded, I lay down and tried to fall back asleep. I slept fitfully and kept waking up in a panic, sure that something was breaking into the store, but eventually dawn came and the light of the sun began to trickle into the breakroom where I slept.

I stood and stretched. My leg was pulsing and my back and shoulders did not appreciate sleeping on a hard concrete floor, but I couldn’t complain too much since I was probably lucky to be alive this morning.

The first thing I did was head to the bathroom to take care of some business. As I did, I noticed the water seemed to no longer be working, because the toilet was dry. I did my business anyway and then cleaned my leg wound with more alcohol and replaced the bandages.

After that, I grabbed a small breakfast from the fresh food in the store. I figured I should eat the perishable food first since that wasn’t going to last much longer. Done with my morning chores and out of things to distract myself with, I pulled out one of the chairs from the breakroom and placed it where I could see both the back door and front entrance. I sat down and stretched my injured leg out in front of me.

“Now what?” I said to the empty store.

Not coming up with any ideas, I got up again and wandered over to the stationery section and grabbed an unopened journal and a pack of pens.

Back in my thinking chair, I opened the journal and made a list of things I could do from here.

I could go try to save people like a total idiot.

I could stay inside where it was safe.

After I wrote both options down, they seemed really small on the mostly empty page of the journal.

I wish I could say I was a heroic person who immediately decided to go out and try to save as many people as I could. Unfortunately, I had never been particularly heroic, and now sure didn’t seem like the time to start. Plus, I was injured, and if I had to run from something, I wasn’t making it very far.

I circled option number two. At least until I was feeling better, I told myself. I sat back and thought some more and then reopened the journal.

Things needed for survival: food, water, heat/shelter. Entertainment now that the Internet was gone? A bed? Someone to talk to? Medical supplies?

I decided if I wasn’t going to be heroic, I could at least not be lazy. So I spent the next several days trying to get a handle on things a bit better around the store.

I started by cataloging how much drinkable water and nonperishable food the store had. Thankfully, it was quite a bit. We had a large pallet of bottled water in the back and a fridge full of the stuff. From what I could calculate, I should have enough water for at least a few weeks if I was careful.

Food was less than ideal. The store had a fair amount of nonperishables, but most of the food we sold was fresh produce, meats, and other things like that. I could probably eat the perishable food for a week or more, and then, if I stretched out the nonperishable food, I might have enough for about two to three weeks at most.

That sure didn’t seem like a long time. What was I going to do after that? Go hunting in the giant, mysterious forest that had appeared behind the store? Ugh.

I decided to stick with living in the store for now because the steel gate and metal back door offered greater protection than my apartment above. The apartments were accessible through a wooden door that faced the street in front of the shop. A narrow set of stairs ran up to the apartments above, and our doors up there were made from a flimsy wooden material that I had always hated because it constantly let in sounds from the hallway.

I did sneak upstairs on the first day, when things looked clear outside. First, I grabbed my mattress from the little twin bed I slept on, dragged it down to the shop, and set it up in the breakroom. I also grabbed any perishables I could find and added them to the list of food I was making.

I also checked to see if my neighbor was still around. He was a nice older guy named Jess. I rarely interacted with him because of my own antisocial behavior, but I could often hear him laughing uproariously at some show he was watching in his apartment at all hours of the day. I never figured out what show he found so hilarious, but his full-throated belly laughs would carry into my apartment at the oddest times, and I always found myself a bit jealous at how much he seemed to be enjoying himself.

Sadly, he didn’t answer when I called out for him several times and banged on his door. I had a spare key for Jess’s apartment because I often closed down the shop and the owner had given me a full set of keys for the building. So after not hearing from Jess, I let myself into his apartment and looted it for any nonperishable food and water. I felt bad, but survival was more important right now. If Jess came wandering back, I would be more than happy to share with him anyway, so it wasn’t like I was really looting his apartment for my own personal gain.

After several days passed, my leg was feeling better and I was starting to get a bit stir-crazy. I had practiced summoning my cards throughout the day and had even practiced my Time Stasis ability a few times, trying to get a sense of how it worked. Using the ability was an interesting sensation.

The first thing I learned was that I didn’t have to summon the cards to use them. I was able to activate Time Stasis just by thinking of it intently and “invoking” the ability, for lack of a better term. I also seemed to have an instinctual understanding of how to start and stop it. I could let it run for seconds at a time or activate it in bursts of just a microsecond.

I didn’t dare try the Fire Burst card since I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, but if it worked the same way, where I didn’t have to call forth the card, yell some arcane phrase, or make complicated gestures, then I felt a bit better-equipped to defend myself. I just had to hope I wouldn’t get a rude surprise the first time I needed to use it.

On the fourth day of my recovery, otherwise known as cowardly hiding in the store, I was sitting in my thinking chair with my eyes closed, just feeling the strange sensation of warmth that came from the cards, when I heard a knocking at the gate at the front of the store. My eyes shot open in panic and I gasped in fear—which would have been extremely embarrassing if anyone had seen me act like such a total coward.

I looked down the center aisle to see what had made the sound and saw a group of four people standing in front of the store. One of them had knocked on the steel gate and was waving at me with a smile on his face.

“What the . . .” I said as I stood up.

Seeing my reaction, the person waving smiled even larger and started waving even more vigorously. I stared at them in confusion. These weren’t normal people. They were taller and wispier than a normal human. And had long, flowing golden hair. And wore embroidered robes. And were waving and smiling at me like lost tourists who found someone willing to finally look at their giant, oversized map with them.

The one that had been waving gestured for me to come toward him, and I found myself walking through the store to the front door. I opened it cautiously—the goddamn bell rang out with its overly cheerful little chime again—and stared at the . . . people?

“Hello?” I said.

“Shopkeep! Are you open for business?” the one who had been waving at me asked with a wide grin.

“I’m sorry?” I said, feeling dazed and very confused.

His smile faded slightly at my reaction. “Oh, I’m sorry. Are we too early? We thought it was quite impressive to find a human running a shop so soon after the transition and wanted to take advantage of the deals you may offer before anyone else could!”

The creature/person looked to his companion, and they all nodded and smiled at each other as he spoke.

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying not to faint while speaking to these strange people, “but what are you?”

“What do you mean, good shopkeep?” the creature/person said. “We are, of course, high elves!”
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Elves. Of course. Just some friendly high elves here to visit my small town. Or what was left of it. Makes total sense.

In a daze, and not sure how to reply, I unlocked and lifted the steel gate to let the . . . elves browse through the store. They didn’t seem aggressive or dangerous. They seemed more like excited tourists visiting the gift shop after a tour of the local candy factory than mythical creatures from storybooks for children.

I walked over to the counter—where Leanne had slowly evaporated after a few days—and stood behind the register, watching in awe as the elves browsed the shop. They whispered to each other excitedly and seemed fascinated by the most mundane things.

After about a half hour of them browsing the store, the elf that had spoken to me before approached with a handful of items. He placed them down on the counter in front of me. He had selected a bag of spicy chips, one of our wood-burnt Eat, Pray, Love signs that I personally hated but the housewives of the town seemed to love, and a magazine featuring bikini models.

“Would that be all for you today?” I asked in a daze.

“A truly fascinating store, shopkeep!” the elf replied. “Very industrious of you to set up a shop so quickly in such a prime location!”

The other elves nodded and murmured in agreement.

“Oh, um, thank you,” I replied.

“Here are my cards for trade,” the elf said as he pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. “I will give you one card of your choice for these three items. Is that fair to you, shopkeep?”

He placed down a full deck of cards—at least a hundred or more—on the counter next to the items he had selected. Even in my daze, I noticed that the cards were different from mine. Each one of his seemed to be made of thin wood, and the backs had flowers, trees, and branches around the outside, whereas mine had a more Victorian-era look to them.

What little bargaining sense I had kicked in before I accepted his offer. Even though the idea of even looking through his cards was surprisingly tantalizing, I didn’t really want more cards as much as I wanted some damn answers to what the hell was going on.

“I will trade these items,” I replied, trying to summon some boldness from the unknown depths of my slacker soul, “in return for one card, as you say, and for you to answer some questions for me.”

By the end of the sentence, my boldness had run out, and I finished with an undignified high-pitched squeal. Thankfully, the elf didn’t seem to care.

“Agreed!” he said. “A bargain well struck, shopkeep!”

He stuck out his hand and I tentatively shook it. His hand was strong, warm, and dry. My handshake was limp, my palm covered in sweat, and I was suddenly acutely aware I hadn’t showered in days.

“Why don’t you browse my cards while you ask your questions and I will do my utmost to answer them?” he said.

“Okay . . .” I replied, picking up his deck. The cards were made of wood, like I had noticed, but touching them showed me they were a rich, glossy wood that felt finer than any wood grain I had touched before. I marveled at the feel of them in my hand for a second before looking at them more closely to see what they said.

“Uhhh . . .” I said, looking away from the cards for a second and back at the elf in front of me. “I guess my first question is, what the hell is going on? And why are monsters here? And why is everyone dead? What are these cards? Why is there a giant forest behind the store now? Where is everyone and why am I still alive but everyone else seems dead?”

By the end, I knew I was screeching for sure this time. Tears ran down my cheeks, and I felt embarrassed about losing my control in front of such a dignified-looking group of people.

The elves looked a little embarrassed at my outburst as well.

“Sorry,” I said, wiping my tears away quickly. “It has been a strange couple of days around here.”

“Of course, shopkeep,” the elf replied more seriously. “Tell me, did your leaders not warn you and help you prepare for this?”

“What?” I said in surprise. “Nobody told us anything!”

The elves all shook their heads and exchanged glances.

“That is truly a shame,” the elf replied. “The gods notified your world leaders one hundred years ago about this whole thing. They should have prepared your people for the transition. This is very unfortunate for you.”

One hundred years ago? There was no way leaders back then would have told people about something like this. They would have been laughed out of office.

“Here, let me help you,” the elf said as he took back his deck of cards, which I had been awkwardly holding. “Show me your cards and I will pick my best trade card in exchange for these items today. I promise not to use any knowledge I gain from your cards against you.”

I nodded mutely and summoned my cards to show him. He inspected them and raised an eyebrow when he saw my Time Stasis card.

“Good fortune for you,” he said, “to have gotten a legendary card so soon. Do not fret, shopkeep. You may not have been prepared, but you have an adorable little shop in a soon-to-be prime location on the newest planet to be transitioned, and you have started with a very strong card in your deck! Things will be okay for you, I sense.”

He awkwardly patted me on the shoulder in an attempt to comfort me. I tried not to show how much it actually worked. My tears dried up a bit at his kind words.

“Can you tell me what this ‘transition’ is?” I asked after a moment.

“Of course,” he replied, flipping through his deck. “The transition is when a new planet is taken over by the gods. The gods are arbitrary and cruel. They play games with us mortals. The game they are playing this eon is to take newly discovered planets like yours and transition them into their newest game world. They shuffle the world up so each area is randomly moved somewhere else and then award each person a starting card based on some aspect of their personality or temperament. Like the one you got here, yes?”

He pointed at my two cards, which I had taken back from him.

“I have to say,” he continued, “it was quite surprising how few of you humans survived the transition. I guess it makes sense if your leaders never prepared any of you. Normally, upwards of seventy-five percent of a new planet makes it successfully, but I have heard only around ten percent of you humans made it so far. And of those that did, many of you have died already from the transitioned world. It is very concerning.”

The elf frowned in thought as I stared at him in shock. Only ten percent had survived the transition? That was . . . billions dead. The world cut up and shuffled around like a game puzzle? I felt another panic attack coming on.

“What are all the . . . creatures that are attacking people doing here?” I asked before my panic attack could take over. This was information I desperately needed, and I couldn’t afford to break down right now. “And high elves? What are you all doing here on Earth?”

“Well,” the elf responded, “that is all part of the transition, isn’t it? The gods seed the world with monsters, dungeons, prizes, and challenges. It isn’t all just for you humans, is it? People from all over the cosmos come to a newly transitioned planet to enjoy the new challenges, gather power they couldn’t find in the more settled worlds, and see what kind of rewards can be found in the newest world, yes?”

“So you are here to . . . explore Earth?”

“Yes, exactly!” he replied. “We are explorers here to find the mysteries and riches of the new world, just like you. Now, us high elves have been at this for longer than most other races, and we are here for a few different reasons, but most races you encounter won’t necessarily be as friendly as we are.”

That explained why they seemed like a bunch of excited tourists.

As I was trying to come to terms with my planet being turned into a mess and billions being killed so people could explore it for prizes, the elf in front of me finished looking through his deck.

“Here,” he said as he handed me a card, “this is what you need right now.”

I took the card and looked down at it.

Mend

Level 1

Common Power

A little bit of heal. A little bit of regeneration. Nature will provide.

Heals the caster or target of a small amount of damage and provides regeneration for an hour after use. May be used twice a day.
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“I can tell you are still injured,” the elf continued, “and despite your attempts to mend your wound, it is getting infected with goblin rot. If it is left untreated, you will likely lose the limb. This will mend your wound but will also give you a very important tool to survive in this new world. Everyone needs a good healing card. And,” he said, looking at me intently for a moment, “this is a very flexible card if you can imagine different kinds of uses for it.”

He smiled quickly, as if trying to hide his momentary intensity. I only felt sick to my stomach at his words. I thought my wound had been getting better. Was I really going to lose my leg from that little monster’s bite? The elves had been seemingly trustworthy so far, so I had little reason to doubt him.

I took the card and pressed it to my chest. I felt it absorb into me, and I pulled my other cards back in as well.

“Thank you,” I said after a moment. We stood in awkward silence as I tried to think through all the new information I had received so far.

“Can you . . . ?” I asked hesitantly.

“Yes?” the elf replied with an encouraging smile on his face.

“Sorry, this is all very overwhelming,” I replied, trying to summon a smile to my face. “Can you tell me about these cards? This is all very strange to me.”

“Ah, yes,” the elf replied. “Let my companion answer that for you. He is our resident cardologist.”

Another elf stepped forward and gave me a small bow. I awkwardly bowed back.

This elf began reciting to me as if he was reading from a book.

“Established in ER 2175, the card system formally known as #$@%@%* was established by the gods. The card system is designed to regulate magic of all types and to make such powers comprehensible and controllable by local god administrators. The cards awarded to a given race vary depending on the qualities of that race. The same is true for monsters. Cards can be elemental in nature—fire, wind, earth, water—or can be conceptual in nature—concepts such as time, sadness, emptiness, humor, and so on. Monster cards tend to be physical in nature, although some intelligent races also primarily focus on the physical powers.

“Cards may be collected from any slain being or traded amongst people. Cards looted all have their level reset to level one. Cards may increase in level by combining five cards per level into one card. So a level-one card requires five cards to upgrade. A level-two card requires ten cards to upgrade. And so on. The sacrificed cards are removed from your deck and the remaining card gains a level. A card’s powers increase each time it is leveled, and it gains new functions every five levels. Cards may also be evolved by combining two compatible cards to form a new card. Evolved cards can sometimes be more powerful or serve a more specific role.

“Should I continue, human? Are you understanding all of this information?”

I stared at the elf for a moment before replying. “Uhhh, yes. Please continue.”

He cleared his throat and continued, and I felt like I was suddenly back in my college lecture hall. “A person is limited to ten active cards at a time. They can be a mix of physical abilities, magical abilities, or passive abilities. The ideal combination is often a combination of all three.

“Cards are ranked in order of shards, common, uncommon, rare, legendary, and artifact. Shards are commonly collected from swarm creatures such as giant insects, goblins, and other creatures but can also be collected when killing monsters that are significantly weaker than you. Once ten shards are combined, they will form a common level-one card. Cards may be crafted by skilled tradesmen as well. Card crafting is a separate and complicated process.

“Cards form the basis for all trade. It is common for people to collect as many cards as possible in order to use their common cards as a form of currency and barter. It is advised that one does not trade their higher-tier cards unless absolutely sure of a bargain because such cards are exceedingly rare. The only way, after initial seeding of the cards on a new planet, to get such high-tier cards is to craft them, complete dungeons or defeat elite monsters and receive them as a reward, or be lucky to find them after completing challenges around the world.”

The elf paused, and I stood there staring at him until I realized he was done talking.

“Okay . . . ummm . . .” I said. “Thank you?”

“You are welcome, human,” the elf replied before stepping back.

“Any other questions for me, shopkeep, before we take our leave from your fine store?” the first elf asked.

“Uhhh . . .” I racked my brain and tried to focus with so much new information coming my way. “Oh, you said my shop was in a good location. Why is that?”

The elf smiled and gestured all around him. “Why, because you are placed right between some very powerful places that will attract numerous monsters, dungeons, and other dangers. You have a haunted forest on one side and a series of mountains sure to contain plenty of mountain-dwelling monsters such as goblins and subterranean horrors on the other, and you are next to a new river that will be sure to bring much trade to the area.”

“Wait,” I said. “Did you say mountains?”
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I said goodbye to the elves and walked them out of the store. As I did, I finally looked up above the buildings across the street from the store and saw that what the elves said was true. Huge mountain peaks stretched above the buildings where none had existed before. The area around town had been as flat as a cutting board before whatever happened to the world. Of course, we also hadn’t had giant monsters and elves running around, so I guess it didn’t really matter that I was surrounded by a haunted forest and a huge chain of mountains anymore.

I dazedly locked back up after waving goodbye to the elves one last time and then collapsed back into the bed I had made in the breakroom.

“This is insane,” I muttered, closing my eyes and burying my face in the pillow. I just got done talking to elves! Real elves! And we talked about magic and monsters and dungeons and . . . and . . . and . . .

“Urghhhh!” I yelled into the pillow.

Eventually, I rolled over and took several deep breaths to calm down. At least now I had some answers about what was going on. That made me feel a bit better.

I remembered the new card the elf had traded me. I took my cards out and looked at them again. The elven card glowed a deep green. I willed the card to cast Mend on myself. As I did, a green glow spread from the card to my body and I felt bathed in a glowing energy. The energy spread through me, and I immediately felt refreshed in mind and body. Stress I had been carrying in my shoulders and back immediately dissipated. My mind, pushed to the brink from so much change and violence, suddenly felt more relaxed. Where the creature—a goblin, I now knew—had bitten my leg felt so good that I realized it had been hurting way more than my conscious mind had been aware of. Even sore muscles from poor sleep evaporated in seconds.

The biggest benefit was mental. Whereas before I had been on the brink of losing it again and breaking down into a heap of tears and panic attacks, I now felt a bit more able to objectively think about my situation. It was like I had taken a vacation, had a great night’s sleep, and had been hugged by someone I loved, all rolled into one.

Had the elf known this was a benefit of the spell? He was much kinder than I had a right to expect in this new world. He must have known I was on the brink of losing it and that this was likely going to lead to my death through poor decision-making or panic. Now I felt clear-headed for the first time since everything went to shit.

I ran my tongue over my teeth, which I hadn’t brushed for days because I didn’t want to waste the water. My teeth also felt clean!

I lifted an armpit.

“Phew,” I said. “Okay, well, it didn’t solve the dirty clothes problem. Geez.”

I stood and tested my leg. It felt completely healed.

“Wow,” I said. “Thank you, strange elf dude. I owe you one.”

I smiled at feeling whole and healthy for the first time in days. I also realized I needed a change of clothes as soon as possible.

Putting my cards back, I went out through the back door of the shop and up to my apartment to grab a few changes of clothes. Once I was back inside the shop, I changed into a new pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a sweater. I put my sneakers back on, then put my old clothes in the bathroom and closed the door.

Now I took a sniff of my armpit again, and this time it smelled decent. What an amazing card!

I was feeling good enough that I decided it was time to explore a bit more of what was left of my town. I had been avoiding seeing or thinking too much about what had happened around me, but now I knew I needed to see if I could find anything worth salvaging and get a better sense of the new world I found myself in.

Stepping outside through the back door, I eyed the forest across from my building with unease and decided that was too much for today. Instead, I stayed around the buildings that formed the remains of my old town.

Only about ten buildings on this side of the street made it to wherever we were now. My shop was the third down from one of the ends. The rest of the buildings were already ransacked, and most of their goods looked destroyed, their windows broken. I didn’t want to explore the interiors in case monsters had made their homes inside, so instead I cut around the end of the buildings and explored the other side of the street.

On that side, about the same number of buildings had made the transition. I could also finally see the mountains fully and the river the elves had mentioned. The mountains looked so huge I couldn’t help but think part of the Alps must have been transported here. I had never personally seen such large mountains before in my life. The caps were all covered with snow, and clouds covered the peaks, where it looked like they were tall enough to pierce the sky.

The river ran from the mountains and passed the town a few miles away.

Taking it all in, I couldn’t help but think of an old spaghetti western movie. My town, once home to thousands, had been reduced to about twenty buildings with a central road down the middle. It was in the middle of nowhere and felt very small and vulnerable compared to the wilderness that surrounded it now.

I also didn’t encounter another human while I searched the remains of the town. I hadn’t really expected to, but I still felt lonely staring at the remains of my town while being dwarfed by a huge mountain range and finding out I was completely and utterly alone.

And of course, as that thought crossed my mind, the new world of cruel gods had to punish me for my hubris because I then heard a sniffing sound coming from between two of the buildings directly in front of me. I saw a large, shaggy wolf poke its head up from a pile of garbage it had been resting in.

“Shit!” I said, backing away quickly as the wolf stared right at me. Where had this thing come from?

As I stared at it, it stood to its full height, and I saw it wasn’t just a wolf—it was a giant wolf the size of a fucking pony!

It snorted and began to growl at me. As it did, another wolf poked its head up from where it had been lying next to it. That wolf jumped up and began to growl at me as well. The second one was smaller, but that sure wasn’t much comfort considering it was still much bigger than your average wolf should be.

I almost turned and ran in a panic at the sight of them, and I probably would have without the elves’ Mend spell working to help me regain some of my composure. Instead, I realized running would only get me killed even faster as the wolves chased me down with ease. They would run me down very quickly. And they stood between me and my shop, so there was no chance of me getting to safety before they caught me.

The two wolves separated and began to slowly stalk toward me from two different angles. I focused on the smaller of the two and decided now was a good time to test how this new, fucked-up world really worked. I invoked Fire Burst for the first time.

I felt the card activate with a shot of warmth through my chest. I reached toward the smaller wolf, and as I invoked the card, I formed a fist as if I was crushing the creature in the palm of my hand.

As I felt the card activate, the smaller wolf burst into a pillar of harsh red flame. The wolf let out an ungodly screech and began to run away from me as the flame burned it alive. It didn’t make it more than a few steps before falling to the ground in a sad heap. The pillar of fire dissipated, but the wolf’s coat continued to smolder and burn.

Damn, that was brutal to look at. The card was shockingly effective. I hadn’t expected such a powerful reaction at all. In fact, I had expected some kind of useless jet of flame or something and then to die a gruesome death in the jaws of the two wolves.

As I stared at the dying wolf, the larger one charged directly at me. My heart skipped a beat as I saw it approaching more quickly than an animal so large should be able to move. I could feel myself begin to shake, and my body was flooded with adrenaline at the sight.

With panic beginning to overtake my newly Mended mind, I realized my only offensive spell was on cooldown for several more seconds. Fuck!

Suppressing the part of my brain that insisted on turning and running as fast as possible in the other direction, I instead invoked Time Stasis. The wolf froze in midair. It floated, frozen, five feet from where I stood. Its snarling maw was wide open, teeth ready to tear me limb from limb.

I took a deep, gasping breath, relieved the card had worked. I couldn’t stop staring at the jaws of the beast that could easily fit my entire head in its mouth with room to spare. Now what? I only had seconds left on my card—not enough time to get to safety!

As I stood there, frozen in my growing panic, I felt the warmth from Fire Burst return to my chest. Had ten seconds passed? Did the time inside my Time Stasis count toward the cooldown of my other cards?

Before I could ask any more questions, I invoked Fire Burst on the wolf and released my Time Stasis to preserve as much time as possible.

As time returned to normal, the wolf burst into flames just like the other one had. But instead of turning and running away, the wolf continued right at me—and now it was on fire!

“Fuck me!” I yelled as I gestured at the wolf with my hand and desperately invoked Time Stasis again. This time, the now-burning wolf was less than a foot away from me, floating mere inches from my face. I was given a front-row seat to its many, many sharp teeth.

I ran behind the wolf quickly and waited for Fire Burst to come off cooldown again. Once it did, I released Time Stasis and invoked another Fire Burst on the wolf. The wolf, likely shocked to find me gone from in front of it, face-planted hard into the ground as my second Fire Burst ignited on top of it. The wolf let out a piteous cry and tried to climb to its feet, but after several seconds, it gave up and collapsed to the ground.

As I saw it stop moving, I also collapsed to the ground. I hugged my knees to my chest and tried to stop my body from shaking uncontrollably.

“This world is insane. This is pure insanity,” I muttered to myself as I rocked back and forth.

Eventually, the smell of burning wolf fur—quite a disgusting smell, I now knew—brought me back to reality. I stood quickly and looked around to see if anything else had been attracted to the sounds of the wolves or my cards going off. I couldn’t see anything nearby.

I walked over to the larger wolf and looked down at it. The elves had said monsters also had cards, right? I was shaken and still scared out of my mind, but I couldn’t afford to pass up a chance to get more cards. It was a matter of life or death now.

I leaned down over the wolf and reached out toward its corpse. As I did, it began to glow, and a card floated out of the corpse and into my hand. Made of some kind of hardened leather, it felt tough in my hand and weighed more than my human cards.

I backed away from the larger wolf and ran over to the smaller one I had killed first. I pulled its card from its corpse as well and then took off toward my shop as quickly as my shaking legs would carry me. That was enough exploring for today. Excitement over—back to the original plan of sitting in my shop safely!

I made it back to my shop without encountering any other creatures and collapsed back onto my makeshift bed.

“Too close, Jake,” I said to myself as I lay there. “What if you only had the one combat spell? Huh? You would have been wolf food, you complete idiot.”

I agreed with myself completely. I had gotten lucky again. I couldn’t count on that forever.

I invoked Mend once more, hoping for more of the mental relief it had given me before. Then I pulled out the two cards I had looted from the wolves and inspected them. The backs of the cards were roughly designed with crude skulls, claws, and teeth, whereas mine had Victorian-looking adornments and the elf’s had a nature theme.

Toughness

Level 1

Common Power

You want to survive? Get some toughness in your life.

A passive ability that increases toughness and survivability.
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Beast Senses—Smell

Level 1

Common Power

Smell, the most primal of all senses. A window into a world humans rarely see.

A passive ability that increases one’s sense of smell.
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If I had to guess, Toughness came from the larger wolf, and if it was what let the wolf survive two of my Flame Bursts, then it seemed like it would be very handy to have. Increasing my sense of smell didn’t seem as immediately useful, but I wasn’t in a place to be particularly picky right now.

I absorbed them both into my active deck of cards. As they entered my chest, I felt my skin prickle and my body flexed, and I could feel it begin to strengthen from the inside out. It didn’t hurt but was distinctly uncomfortable.

Before I could think about it further, the other card took effect, and suddenly I was overwhelmed with the smells all around me. I could smell my bed, slightly musty and dirty from days of me sleeping in it with my clothes on. I could smell the bathroom I had been using without running water, and the stench immediately made me gag. I could smell the food from the store. Much of the fresh food smelled of slight rot that I had never been able to notice before.

Overwhelmed, I pinched my nose to try to stop the smells. My mind raced as it tried to understand all the new sensory input. Moments passed when I was afraid I was going to pass out again, but thankfully, the sensation seemed to pass quickly. A benefit of the card somehow adapting my mind to the new sense?

Now, I could still smell everything around me, and if I focused on one thing, I could tell exactly where the smell was coming from with ease. From the back room, I could easily smell the damn melons that got me into this whole mess. Even with my eyes closed, I was confident I could walk right to where they were slowly rotting in the warm cooler.

The real takeaway from the new sense was that I really needed to do something about the bathroom situation sooner rather than later. I had an idea I wanted to try, but it would have to wait for tomorrow since I had used both of my Mend charges already.

I spent the rest of the evening making a small salad from the least rotted-smelling produce, and then I fell into the most restful sleep I’d experienced since the transition.

The next morning, after a small breakfast, I resolved to explore more of the buildings and make sure I got anything of value back to my shop. Maybe more people like the elves would be around, and if so, I wanted to have the market on Earth goods to trade them for new cards. Mend had literally been a lifesaver, so it was worth the effort if it meant I could get more cards that way in the future.

Of course, I underestimated how long it would take me to make my way through twenty buildings, many of which included apartments above them. Thankfully, despite my cautious approach, I didn’t encounter any other monsters or people as I explored. I got into a good rhythm after the first day of looting. After about a week and a half of hard work, I managed to get everything I thought was worth selling back to my store.

During that time, I didn’t see any other visitors like the elves, but several times, I did see creatures moving across the plains the river cut through. I hid until they passed, and they thankfully never spotted me or investigated the town any further.

I didn’t find any living humans, although I did find two corpses that had not been looted yet and collected two more cards. One person was in the back of the hardware store down the street from my shop. It was Frank, the owner, who seemed to have been eaten by lots of somethings with small, vicious teeth. It made me think of the goblins, but I didn’t want to presume.

When I looted him, I got a card called Hammer Blow, which let me perform a deadly strike when I wielded any type of blunt weapon. It had a cooldown of ten seconds, much like my Flame Burst ability. I equipped it since I had room in my deck, but I didn’t plan to use it unless I really had to. Staying very far away from monsters was my newest goal in life, as far as I was concerned.

I found the other body in one of the apartments. It belonged to an elderly woman who didn’t have a mark on her. I found her lying down on her couch with an empty bottle of medication next to her. She must have survived the initial transition but took her own life when she realized what was going on.

I felt sad when I found her body. If I had explored the town earlier, I might have been able to connect with her and help keep her alive. I felt like a real asshole when I looted her body.

Her card was the first rare card I had seen.

Wisdom of the Ages

Level 1

Rare Power

Sometimes you live long enough to see that the world is just one predictable pattern after another.

A passive ability that grants occasional insights into what may happen in the immediate future.
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When I looted her card, I felt it resonate with my Time Stasis card. I pulled that card out and held the two near each other. Her card had an image of a kind, elderly lady sitting in a chair and looking out a window onto a busy street below. Around her flashed golden images that were hard to make out. It shone with the same golden light as my original card.

When I held them close together, I got the feeling they were drawn to each other. I frowned at the two cards. Was this the evolution that the lecturing elf had mentioned? Did I want to risk my Time Stasis card by messing with it at all? It seemed extremely powerful, and I was afraid of messing it up somehow.

At the same time, the feeling I got from the cards was that they were very similar and would combine into something positive. Deciding I needed any edge I could get, I placed the two cards together. Following an unconscious urge inside me, I willed them to combine. I felt some initial resistance, but that was quickly broken, and the two cards in front of me flashed a bright golden light in my hands.

Looking down, I inspected the new card.

Time Sense

Level 1

Legendary Power

Time is the greatest punishment given to mankind. If one looks hard enough, they may find a way to escape its grasp.

Grants the caster the ability to stop time for up to thirty seconds once a day, or the caster may gain perfect insight into the immediate future for sixty seconds. The user occasionally gains insights into what may happen in the immediate future.
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The image on the card still showed the man, who looked similar to me, standing with the bubble of golden time around him, but now there were also golden images surrounding his head.

So it wasn’t a dramatic evolution this time, just a combination of the two abilities, and it granted me a new active ability to see the future for up to sixty seconds a day. That sounded potentially very useful, although I wasn’t sure it would be better than the Time Freeze ability.

Either way, I was happy with the evolution. I hadn’t ruined the card that had already saved my life twice. I put the new card back in my deck, and with a moment of silent respect for the woman, I proceeded to loot her apartment of everything of value.

I used some of the large wheelbarrows from the hardware store to move as much as I could into the shop. I also cleared out all the spoiled food and dumped it as far away from the town as I felt I could safely go.

I spent one day reorganizing the shop to display some of the items I had looted where the food had once been. I put out a mix of practical things I had found, such as tools, axes, and other items it seemed like adventuring humans might want, as well as kitschy stupid human stuff I found in the various apartments, like paintings, signs, and other mementos. I also grabbed a sledgehammer I found in the hardware store and started lugging it around to use with my Hammer Strike card in case I needed it. It was a bother to carry, but if it saved my life even once, I figured it was worth it.

I had no clue what non-humans might be interested in, but if the elves were any indication, they could be looking for souvenirs of their trip to what was left of Earth. So I stocked the shelves with as much stuff as I could, even hanging art and other objects on the walls around the store.

After all that was done, the store no longer looked like a grocery store but some kind of antique store gone wild. I kept back all the water and perishable food I had looted from the buildings, along with a few sets of clothing and blankets to help me stay warm during the cold nights now that the heating was gone.

I also got to test my method for cleaning the toilet, and thankfully, I was correct; Mend allowed me to target anything with the card. So I could clean up after myself and even do laundry. I used the card regularly to stay clean and reduce the scent of my living situation in order to not drive myself insane with my new, enhanced sense of smell.

I felt I had done what I could to loot the remains of the town. I hadn’t smelled anything particularly dangerous, either. I suspected the two wolves had chased away most smaller monsters once they claimed this area as their den. Whatever it was, I was thankful for the momentary peace. Being distracted by the work I needed to do, by the relative quiet of the town for now, and by the Mend card, I was feeling slightly more ready for the challenges of this world than I had been before.

The last thing I did was make two large signs that read STORE OPEN—PEACEFUL TRADE ONLY in big red spray-painted letters. I hung one at each end of town, and then I hung another sign in the window of the store saying OPEN.

Then, after hesitating for a moment, I opened the steel gate protecting the store. I was officially open for business.

I stood in front of the store nervously and waited for my first customer. And waited some more. And then some more.

Realizing I was being ridiculous by thinking customers would come flocking just because I opened the gate, I went and got my thinking chair. I placed it on the sidewalk in front of the store and pulled out my journal, where I had been keeping an inventory of everything I had looted and my notes about this new world.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. I closed up shop, made myself a dinner of noodles and rice—cooked over a propane camping grill I had looted—and then turned in for the night.

The next day, I sat out front of my store again. Nobody came to visit, and I started to worry this was a stupid idea. As I was closing up for the night after another wasted day, I happened to glance down the street and saw a very large . . . person walking toward me. When it saw me look, it waved and began to jog forward. As it jogged, it was so heavy I could feel its footsteps shaking the pavement underneath me. I grabbed ahold of my thinking chair to avoid falling over and watched the creature stomp its way up to me. Was it going to trample me to death? Or was it friendly like the elves had been? Either way, there was no way the steel gate was going to stop it if it tried to get me. It was a massive creature.

It stopped right in front of me and I could see it was . . . a bull? A bull man? A giant with bull horns sticking out of its head? Its horns stretched wider than even its massive body and looked thicker than my thighs. It wore nothing but a loincloth that covered its crotch, which I was immediately thankful for as I glanced down, and it—he—had a massive battle-axe strung over one shoulder.

“Shopkeep!” the bull man creature yelled as he stopped in front of me. “Did I catch you before you closed for the night?”

His voice was deep. Not just normal deep, but like he had an entire bass speaker hidden in his chest and it vibrated the air in front of him whenever he spoke. It shook me almost as much as his massive steps had as he ran down the sidewalk.

“Shopkeep?” he asked again.

“Oh!” I replied quickly, trying to cover my shock. “Of course. Come right in.”

I gestured toward the store, and the bull man smiled at me, showing massive molars, and then very carefully ducked down and turned his head sideways to maneuver himself into the store.

“I . . . uh . . . am sorry for the small accommodations,” I said as I entered behind him.

“Don’t worry,” he replied. “I expected no less after seeing how tiny you humans are.”

He stood in the entrance and looked around my store. I looked around as well. I felt a bit embarrassed by how much junk I had hung on the walls and placed all around the store. Would a creature like this really be interested in such things, or did it look ridiculous to him?

Before I could ask, he gave what sounded like a pleased grunt and began to look through a stack of albums I had placed in one corner.

“What are these, human?” he asked as he very delicately picked up one of the albums.

“A form of music,” I said. “The records are used to save songs and then can be replayed on the record player there next to the albums.”

“So primitive!” the creature said in excitement as he looked down at the record player. He carefully put the record back and began to explore more of the store.

I left him to it and went back over to the counter. I tried not to stare but found my eyes constantly drifting to the large bull person. He rippled with muscles. Like, gorilla-on-steroids kind of muscle. He was also covered in light fur and had interesting patterns on his back and arms. His hands were the size of my head, but he moved them very delicately as he touched various things around the store. It was frankly frightening how deadly he looked.

Eventually, I decided to try to be more of a shopkeep than I was being by just standing there gawking at my second real customer.

“Is there something specific you are looking for?” I asked him. “I can maybe help you find something.”

He gave a deep grunt, and without looking away from the stuffed bear he was holding, he replied, “Well, I am loving all this human stuff, but really, I am just looking for anything to help me prepare for the dungeon nearby.” He put down the teddy bear softly and turned to me. “Have you explored it yet, human? Do you know what challenges it contains? Any items you have stocked to help out a young minotaur like me with tackling his first dungeon ever? I am very excited!”

My jaw dropped open slightly. There was a lot of information I had to digest in those questions. First, there was a dungeon nearby. Second, he was a minotaur—that was good to know. Third, this was his first dungeon? If this was a young minotaur, I did not want to get on the bad side of an older one. Jesus.

“Uhh,” I responded intelligently. “No, I haven’t had a chance to explore the dungeon yet. This is all very new for us humans and I just finished setting up my shop.”

“You haven’t explored your own dungeon yet? What are you waiting for? That is prime loot for a shopkeep like you!”

“Yeah,” I replied, “it’s just, ya know . . . this whole thing is a bit overwhelming. We humans aren’t really used to killing monsters and stuff.”

“Hmmm,” he said, practically vibrating the items near him with his voice. “Listen, shopkeep,” the creature added with a smile, “how would you like to come with me? I can always use some backup when exploring a new dungeon. And if we are the first to clear the dungeon, we might get ourselves a nice bonus card or piece of loot! What say you?”

He walked toward me, shaking the store slightly each time he stepped forward in his excitement, and stuck his giant hand out for me to shake.

“I am called Eargobr,” he said.

I very carefully stuck out my own hand, and we shook. I was proud my palm seemed to be slightly less damp than the last time I shook a non-human’s hand.

“Ah,” I replied. “Yes. Umm . . . I mean, sure, I’ll go explore the dungeon with you.”

The minotaur’s smile only grew bigger at my words, and I had a sinking feeling I was getting in way over my head.
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Eargobr suggested I pack a backpack with enough supplies for a week and then wanted to set out right away. I agreed since I hadn’t done much during the day but sit in my thinking chair. I grabbed one of the travel backpacks I had looted from a neighbor who appeared to be super into camping and stuffed it with a large water bottle and as much jerky, dried fruit, and other nonperishable food as I could. I also grabbed a change of clothes and a blanket. I left my sledgehammer in the back room since I didn’t feel like carrying it for a week and doubted I would use it even if I did.

I asked Eargobr to help me take down my shop signs since I wouldn’t be around to man the store, and then I locked up the steel gate from the outside and tucked the keys into my pocket.

Eargobr led us at a rapid pace to my newly erected signs, and I took them down and set them in the grass beside the road. Then he led me off toward the new forest the elves had said was haunted.

“Is it safe to go in the forest at night like this?” I yelled up at Eargobr as I walked slightly behind him.

He grunted with what sounded like a laugh. “No way!” he replied, not slowing down in the least.

“Oh,” I said quietly to myself.

What had I gotten myself into? This was definitely a mistake.

At the rapid pace Eargobr had set, it took just a matter of minutes, with me slightly jogging beside him, for us to reach the forest’s edge. Eargobr dove right in without any hesitation. I followed meekly in his wake, my eyes peeled for anything that might attack us from the trees.

The forest smelled strange to my heightened sense of smell. It had the bountiful smells of a typical forest—musty earth, pine trees, fresh sap, flowers—but also a lingering smell that I could only describe as decay. It smelled a bit like a graveyard. And it didn’t have a source that I could pinpoint, like I could do with my dirty laundry. The entire forest smelled like a graveyard.

I watched the trees around us carefully but couldn’t see anything nearby. Eargobr made an easy trail for me to follow since his large feet crushed any bushes or shrubs that dared to grow in his path. His body effortlessly broke branches that got in our way.

Of course, the sound of his steps and the cracking branches echoed all around us, and I cringed every time a particularly loud branch shattered against him.

“Are you sure this is the right way to get to the dungeon, Eargobr?” I asked him.

He didn’t seem to hear me and continued to bull his way forward.

Out of nowhere, I felt a heat in my chest and saw a golden image appear in front of me. It showed a floating woman swooping down and latching onto Eargobr’s back, then biting into the meat of his shoulder.

As soon as the image appeared, it was gone. I blinked several times and stopped following Eargobr in shock.

“Eargobr,” I said, “I think we are about to be attacked . . .”

Eargobr couldn’t hear me over the sounds of him trampling through the forest.

“Eargobr!” I yelled, trying to get him to stop.

He stopped and turned to answer, but before he could open his mouth, the creature I had seen—now dark black and blending perfectly into the forest—launched itself toward Eargobr.

I tried to cry out and gesture toward the creature, but Eargobr saw it before I could make a sound. His huge fist swung out and connected squarely with the creature’s face. The creature flew back into the tree it had come from, splintering it upon impact.

The creature itself appeared dazed but was still moving slightly. Eargobr unholstered his huge battle-axe and proceeded to casually chop off its head.

“Vampires,” Eargobr said with a snort of contempt as he wiped his axe clean on a nearby patch of grass. “Thank you for the warning, Shopkeep Jake!” He strode forward and gently patted me on the head. It still felt like my spine compacted down into my chest. It also made me feel like I was a five-year-old being congratulated for not messing up the bed.

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said. “Vampires, right.”

“Come on!” Eargobr turned to continue his rampage through the forest.

I glanced over at the vampire and ran over to loot its corpse before following Eargobr. No sense in letting things go to waste.

The card appeared above the vampire’s chest and I quickly grabbed it before jogging after Eargobr.

“Do you want this, Eargobr?” I asked as I caught up to him.

He looked at the card in my hand. “No,” he replied. “I came here for much greater loot than that!”

I looked down at the card as I followed him. It was white and inlaid with black swirls, and embellishments decorated the outside. It felt light but was also made of a strong but brittle material. It took me a second before I realized it was made of bone.

Great. A bone card. Perfect.

The card itself seemed useful, though.

Stealth

Level 1

Common Power

What hides in the shadows? You do!

Grants the caster temporary stealth for up to five minutes. Stealth is not true invisibility, but the user will more effectively blend in to their surroundings and move more silently. Enemies will be less likely to be interested in the user. This card has a cooldown of one hour.
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I absorbed the card into my active deck and then continued to follow after Eargobr. The forest left us alone for the rest of the trip to the dungeon, likely because it was as intimidated by Eargobr as I was.

Once we got there, I saw a large mausoleum sitting in the middle of a clearing in the middle of the woods. The mausoleum’s door was open and glowed with a dark blue energy that swirled inside the doorway.

Eargobr didn’t hesitate and walked right up to the mausoleum’s door. I followed behind quickly.

“Is this what dungeons normally look like?” I asked, peering around his body.

“I was told to expect something like this,” Eargobr replied in his deep voice. “It takes a different shape depending on what monsters live in the dungeon. This one appears to be undead.”

“How did you know it was here?” I asked, looking around. We were in a clearing that appeared identical to any other part of the forest. I was pretty sure I would be lost if Eargobr hadn’t left such a clear trail back to town.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” Eargobr said, leaning close to me as if to whisper conspiratorially in my ear. His voice was so loud the effect was useless, but I didn’t lean back, worried I might offend him. “These cards? They aren’t the only magic in the world. When your race gets more advanced, you may be able to sense the magic in the world itself. My father’s father has trained me to find these dungeons to prepare me for my first foray onto a transitioned world. And here I am, tackling my first dungeon with a native! Isn’t it exciting?”

He spoke so loudly and close to me that his voice literally rattled the bones in my body.

“Okay,” I said meekly in response.

Eargobr stepped into the dungeon. I took one last look around the clearing, summoned my courage as much as I could, and followed him in.

I was expecting some kind of transition, but instead, stepping into the dungeon was just like taking a normal step. One second I was outside, looking at the spooky glowing doorway. The next I was in the mausoleum. I looked back and saw that the glowing door was still there. Weird.

“Now what?” I asked Eargobr.

He gave me possibly his widest grin yet. In another very poor attempt at a whisper, he leaned toward me and said, “Now we kill monsters!”

In so saying, he turned and led the way down a stone stairway that led underground.

Now, normally you’d think dungeons would be full of challenges and dangerous enemies where the heroic team barely manages to scrape by due to their amazing teamwork and the spirit of friendship. And that might be the case when you aren’t traveling with a clearly overpowered minotaur hellbent on destroying everything in his path.

When you are traveling with such a companion, it turns out dungeons are pretty straightforward. I followed Eargobr as he punched, kicked, and chopped his way through a mess of skeletons. Archer skeletons, sword-wielding skeletons, even a mage skeleton or two. None of them could stand up to a single punch from Eargobr.

I didn’t even have anything to loot; Eargobr had explained that dungeon monsters didn’t drop cards and you couldn’t keep anything you took off their bodies. We were only rewarded after clearing the dungeon itself. So I followed behind Eargobr like a sack of useless garbage as he had what appeared to be the time of his life.

I think somewhere in there were a couple of mini bosses, but they died just as quickly, so it was hard for me to tell. I admired the scenery as we marched through the dungeon. It was carved out of tunnels filled with crypts, bones, and Gothic-looking stone architecture. There was a faint glow everywhere, even though I couldn’t see a source.

Eargobr and I traveled down several floors, and each one appeared almost identical to the first floor. He smashed his way through anything that dared to cross his path. I didn’t use a single card.

Finally, after about an hour of following behind Eargobr—and struggling to stay awake—we stopped and he came back to me to talk. “Isn’t this amazing?”

I nodded sleepily.

“The final boss is in the next room. This might be more of a challenge. You ready, Shopkeeper Jake?”

I rubbed my face and tried to wake myself up. I jumped in place a few times and shook out my limbs. “Okay,” I said. “I’m ready.”

Eargobr grinned and hefted his axe. He turned and then charged into the room in front of us.

I followed more cautiously and invoked Stealth as I entered the room. In front of us was a large, open space that looked reminiscent of an ancient Gothic cathedral. The floor was paved with large stone slabs. The walls were full of Gothic carvings of gargoyles, humans in poses of pain or ecstasy, and what looked like demons frolicking around them. At the far end of the room was an altar, like in a Catholic church, and seated in a large wooden chair behind the altar was a large undead human. He was dressed in a stylish robe that hugged his upper body, and a large collar covered his neck like a turtleneck sweater. The bottom of the robe flared out and covered his lower body as he sat arrogantly in the chair, staring at Eargobr.

Glowing black runes covered the robe in a pattern that ran from the collar, around the chest, and then to the hemline of the robe. It looked rather fancy. In his hand was a staff, and on the end of it was a glowing ball that shone with a black light. I wasn’t sure how light could be black—but there it was, glowing black.

Eargobr charged forward without missing a beat. He let out a loud roar and swung his axe at the undead creature. I had expected some kind of evil monologue from the undead monster, but he didn’t seem to mind Eargobr proceeding right to business.

Eargobr leaped right over the altar and swung his axe down on the head of the undead. Before the axe could connect, the creature turned translucent and the axe passed right through him, splitting the chair he had been sitting on in half.

Eargobr roared again and began swinging his axe back and forth, but it kept passing through the undead harmlessly. The creature quickly floated away from Eargobr and began shooting beams out of his staff. As the first beam hit, Eargobr let out a yell of pain and swung even harder at the undead but was still having no effect.

I snuck around the outside of the room as Eargobr battled the undead. It didn’t seem like the creature’s translucency was fading, and Eargobr was now taking continuous damage from the beams.

I decided to intervene to see if my Fire Burst would do some damage to the creature. I invoked the card and watched as the undead creature burst into a pillar of flames. The creature let out a scream that echoed through my skull painfully. Eargobr seemed surprised to see the creature burst into flames so suddenly, and he stepped back to watch him burn.

Meanwhile, the creature turned to scan the room, searching for who had harmed him. His eyes—well, glowing orbs set into his skull, really—focused on me quickly.

“Eeep,” I said as his cold eyes stared into my soul. I swallowed, and my throat felt very dry all of a sudden.

The creature raised his staff and shot a beam at me. I tried to dodge it, but the beam followed me as I rolled across the ground gracelessly. The beam hurt as it hit me, and I felt it drain some vital energy. I slumped to the ground and had to force myself to look up at the creature again as he aimed his staff at me one more time. As he did, I activated Time Sense and stopped time. I let it run until my Fire Burst was off cooldown, then released Time Sense and invoked another Fire Burst on the creature. As soon as the card activated, I immediately froze time again until I could invoke another Fire Burst on the undead creature. I froze time one more time and then invoked one final Fire Burst, hoping that would be enough to kill the creature. If not, I was done for. That was the only trick I had in my deck of magical cards at this point.

As time resumed, my three Fire Bursts all struck milliseconds apart, and the creature burst apart under the onslaught. His bones literally shot around the room like ping-pong balls gone haywire. The fire above where the creature had stood was so thick I could see him melting the ceiling above.

I fell back against the cold stone floor and activated Mend. I felt the soothing energy of the elven card run through me and restore some of whatever that dark beam had done to me. It also helped calm me down a bit after feeling those cold eyes staring at me with such murderous intent.

As I lay there, the earth began to shake and Eargobr came tromping over to me. I felt myself suddenly yanked up into the air by his huge, meaty hands.

“Shopkeeper! You sly monster, you! You were holding out on me this whole time? I knew you were saving yourself for the final boss and letting me do the easy work around here! Did you see how he exploded like that? That was amazing!”

As he spoke, he flung me up and down in his excitement, and I felt like my head was going to fall off. His voice was so loud I was worried I was going to go deaf as well.

“Stop! Stop!” I tried to yell. Eargobr didn’t seem to hear me, but he eventually calmed down and set me on my feet. I felt sick to my stomach and had the sudden urge to puke all over him.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “The spell will wear off any minute. Just your standard decay spell!”

Eargobr seemed fine already, and he had been hit by significantly more beams than me. I had a feeling that without the Toughness card I had just gotten from that wolf, I wouldn’t have even survived the one that hit me. Humans were simply not built for fighting these sorts of things on our own, I decided.

Eargobr made his way over toward the altar, and he carried over a large ornate chest in one hand.

“Loot!” he yelled, plopping the chest on the ground near my feet. “You want to go first or should I?”

“Does it matter who goes first?” I eventually felt recovered enough to ask him.

“No,” he replied, “we will get the same level of loot for completing the dungeon, but the chest will have gear or cards more suited for each person when they open it sometimes. That helps stop teams from killing each other over loot, although that does still happen surprisingly often.”

Eargobr then reached down and opened the chest. He stared into it for a moment and then lifted out a solid gold ring with an engraving I couldn’t make out. He also lifted out two cards. He stepped aside from the chest and immediately began examining the cards he had received.

“Two cards, sweet!” he yelled.

The lid of the chest closed, so I reached out and opened it again. Inside was a copy of the robe the undead boss had been wearing. I pulled out the robes and admired them. Whereas the runes on the boss’s robe had been black, mine glowed with a golden light. They looked super snazzy.

I looked down into the chest again; there were also two cards in there for me. I grabbed them, and the lid closed. Slowly, the chest faded away into nothing.

I shook my head at the weirdness of this new world, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit excited as I inspected my loot. The two cards were made from metal, just like the original cards I had found.

Haste

Level 1

Rare Power

Time flows too fast for most mortals to ever appreciate the miracle that their lives truly are. However, other times, it flows too slow for mortals to continue living.

Grants the caster the ability to speed up their movement speed, reaction time, and mental processing speed for sixty seconds per day.
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The image on the card was similar to that on my original card. A young-looking man, similar in build and looks to me, was in a runner’s pose. The world around him looked blurred as lines of gold traced around him. The card glowed golden like my Time Sense.

Fire Bolts

Level 1

Uncommon Power

Fire lives to spread. Spread it gratuitously so you can live, too.

Grants the caster the ability to summon five Fire Bolts once every ten seconds. Fire Bolts randomly target nearby enemies.
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I absorbed the two new cards. I couldn’t help but wonder if the dungeon was trying to help me with these rewards, maybe since I was a novice and this was my first dungeon. Were dungeons that aware? The rewards seemed to be designed to help me make up for some of my weaknesses in the dungeon. I had problems keeping up with Eargobr, and if I had been alone, there was no way I would have been able to handle the swarms of lesser skeletons that attacked us. Now I could move quickly when needed, and the Fire Bolts card seemed designed to destroy waves of smaller enemies. Was the dungeon intelligent enough to have figured all of that out? I was beyond ascribing everything to chance these days, but the rewards felt deliberate. Either way, I would take the help.

Eargobr came over to me and clapped me on the shoulder, nearly throwing me to the ground. “Did you also get a rare?”

I nodded as I looked up at him.

“We must have been the first to clear the dungeon to get such a reward. It is spectacular!”

“What card did you get?” I asked him.

He frowned slightly and didn’t respond right away. “Ah, you should know asking such things is considered rude, shopkeep. Asking after rewards in a dungeon or about someone’s active deck can be seen as an act of aggression. It makes it seem like you are sizing them or their loot up to try to steal it. Of course, I know you wouldn’t do such a thing. But still, you should know the etiquette!”

“Ah, yes,” I replied, stammering a bit. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Eargobr laughed. “No worries, my friend. You saved my bacon today—do not doubt it. I had no counter to that boss’s incorporeality. It would have killed me for sure!”

He didn’t seem nearly as bothered about that prospect of dying as I thought he should be, but I didn’t feel like pointing it out to him. I was acutely feeling the late hour and stress from my first dungeon. I wanted to go home and crash.

“How do we get out of here? Do we have to go back through the dungeon?” That would take hours. Ugh . . .

“No, thankfully,” Eargobr replied. “These dungeons are designed to be convenient once defeated. Follow me!”

I grabbed my new robe and followed him as he walked behind the area containing the split chair and altar where the boss had been sitting. Behind the chair was a set of stairs that led down to another portal similar to the one we came in through. Eargobr led the way into it, and I followed him out of the dungeon.

We appeared back at the entrance to the mausoleum. Eargobr set off back down the path he had made previously. I used a couple seconds of Haste and caught up to him quickly.

“So what do I do with this robe?” I asked him as we walked.

“Hmmm?” he replied, seemingly distracted.

I lifted my robe up to show him. “What do I do with this? Is it magical or something?”

I felt him more than heard him give off a short laugh. “Let me see it for a second,” he replied.

I handed him the robe and he looked at it for a second before showing me a small card imprinted in the center of the chest on the robe. I hadn’t noticed it before.

“Touch this and summon it like you would a card,” he said, “and you will see what your robe does for you.”

I touched the miniature card stitched into the cloth and summoned it like Eargobr had advised. As soon as I did, a card was projected above the robe. This one had no picture, just writing on the front of it. It appeared to be made of cloth, but when I tried to touch it, I found that it was a projection of some kind, not real.

Robe of Minor Time Saving

Uncommon Power

Grants the wearer a three-second reduction in cooldown on any non-time-based card cast after using a time-based card.

Grants the wearer slight resistance to spells and abilities.
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That was interesting and seemed to synergize with my current cards. It was also definitely tailored specifically for me, which seemed a bit creepy, like if a character in a television show turned to the camera and said your name. Knowing you had the attention of something so strange as a dungeon was not necessarily a good feeling.

The robe’s effect sounded like if I rotated a time-based card with a non-time-based card, then the cooldown on the non-time-based card would be reduced. So if I used my Time Sense combo with Fire Burst, then the cooldown on my Fire Bursts would be seven seconds instead of ten. I needed to start combat with a time-based ability or make sure to interweave my time-based cards with non-time-based cards in the future.

When I thought about it more, if I used Haste and then a Fire Burst, followed by Time Sense between each cooldown of a fire-based spell, I could get four casts of Fire Burst during my Time Sense burst instead of only three. That was pretty significant.

“This robe seems weirdly tailored to my cards, Eargobr,” I told him.

He nodded. “I had heard that can happen for a native from time to time when you achieve something new or remarkable for your race. In this case, your first dungeon probably netted you an upgrade to an item to make it specially fit to you!”

I continued to follow as I thought about what he’d said. We made it back to town, where I stumbled, exhausted, through the back door of my shop. Eargobr walked me all the way home, which I thought was pretty nice.

As I was about to close the door, Eargobr spoke up. “Shopkeep Jake, are all of these homes claimed or may I use one of them while I am in town?”

I turned and gave him a blurry-eyed look. “I’m the only one left alive, Eargobr.”

He stared back at me in shock.

“You can take whichever building you want.”

He nodded grimly at me and turned away. I closed the door behind me and stumbled to my bed for the night. 
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The next morning, I slept late and woke up slowly. I lay in bed and thought back to the dungeon and Eargobr. He was . . . interesting. I couldn’t help but think my growing sense of isolation might have contributed to me following him into the dark woods in the middle of the night. Now that I was rested, it seemed pretty insane. Maybe I was becoming more open to taking risks in this new world. Maybe it was a risk not to grow in strength when the opportunity presented itself. If I stayed as weak as I had been when the world first transitioned, I was sure to die.

My thoughts going in circles, I gave up and got dressed in my new robe after taking a Mend shower. I felt . . . cool. Not literally cool, although the robes were actually very comfortable. But, like, kinda badass. I went into the employee bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.

My hair was getting a bit unwieldy, and I had a bit of a beard growing in, but the robes, glowing with golden runes in the dark of the bathroom, cast my face in a golden glow that definitely made me look way more dangerous than I actually felt.

I smiled grimly at myself in the mirror and then went to grab some food for breakfast. I wondered if any chickens had survived the transition. I could kill for some fresh eggs right now. And some bacon. Damn. Just thinking about it made my mouth water.

After breakfast, I wandered out of town and put my two signs back up, then opened the shop. I pulled my thinking chair out to the sidewalk and made some notes in my journal as I waited to see what the day would bring me.

I wondered if I should build two different decks: one for melee and close combat and one for spellcasting. If I ran into a creature that countered me the way Eargobr was countered, it might be worth having a melee deck or at least keeping a melee ability in my magic deck for emergencies. I made some notes about potential types of decks I might find or create as I sat in front of my shop and enjoyed the peace and quiet. I also had enough cards to upgrade one of my cards but making one card slightly more powerful didn’t seem worth sacrificing the diversity of having eight cards to use at this time. Maybe if I got more of the cards, I could consider such a thing.

A bit after noon, Eargobr came strolling out between the hardware store and the florist’s shop across the street from me. I smiled and waved at him, and he waved back.

“Sleep well?” I called to him.

“Indeed!” he said. “Your shop here”—he pointed at the hardware store—“had a large back door that accommodated me perfectly. I may have to stay here more as I explore the area!”

“You are welcome to it, Eargobr. Thank you for taking me to the dungeon yesterday.”

“Think nothing of it, friend. Truly, it is I who owe you.” He finished crossing the street and sat on the pavement in front of me. “Is there anything I can do to help you today, Shopkeeper Jake? I do feel I owe you a debt and I would like to repay it before I travel further.”

I didn’t feel like he owed me anything, but I wasn’t going to look a gift bull in the mouth, so I thought about what I might need. I looked around the town and realized the problem now was all the cars still stuck in the middle of the road. If this new world was as I thought it might be, most people visiting the town would come on foot or with nonmotorized transportation. Having the roads clear would be quite convenient. I had tried to move the cars myself when I was looting, but none of them worked any longer, and pushing them all in neutral wasn’t my idea of a good time.

I asked Eargobr if he would be willing to help me move them, and he enthusiastically agreed. Without a pause, he jumped up and began examining the cars.

“Where should we move them?” he asked as he picked one up by the front bumper with one hand.

After some thought, I directed him to just pile most of them next to one of the last buildings in the row so they would be out of the way. I did have him drag a handful over to the back of my building, though, and had him lay them on their side to form a bit of a backyard fence around my shop. The bottoms of the cars faced out, and while there were openings between them, it made the back of my building feel a little more private. For some reason, I always felt like something was watching me from the forest, and I wasn’t a fan.

The wall of cars met the two buildings next to my shop so I could still walk through the narrow gaps to get out to the street when needed. I surveyed the backyard once Eargobr finished setting up the cars. It looked kinda trashy, but that was okay. The important thing was that it made me feel a little safer. Maybe I could grow a nice little garden back here. I had found a number of seeds in the hardware store, and they might do well in the soil here. It had been late summer when the transition happened, but the weather had felt like early spring—no rain yet, but a mix of warm and cold days. Maybe it was time to plant. I’d never had a garden before, so I had no real idea.

After I thanked Eargobr, he told me that such a minor chore did not make up for the favor he owed me. Before I could argue more, he told me he was off to explore the area more to try and pinpoint where more dungeons were growing and wished me well.

I retired early, still tired from the night before, and had a restful night’s sleep.

The next few days passed uneventfully. No visitors arrived, and I ended up exploring the outskirts of town instead of just sitting and waiting for people to come to the store. I also managed to hook down the emergency ladder that led to the roof of my building and brought a chair up there so I could see around town a bit easier.

It was relaxing to just watch the world go by from the roof. I saw some signs of wildlife returning to the world as I spent the afternoon up there. Birds began to return to the town, alighting on the few trees left around town. Seeing them made me smile. I also thought I saw a rabbit or two scampering around between the buildings.

I also spent my time practicing combos with my new robe. I activated Haste and felt my thoughts and movements speed up significantly. I then activated my new card Fire Bolts and shot them into the air. Before the bolts could fully form, I activated Time Sense to pause time until the cooldown reset, then cast another Fire Bolts into the sky. When I unpaused, ten fire bolts went twisting and spinning around each other into the sky above me. I was getting a good sense of how much time I used when I employed the combo, which was a good feeling. From what I could calculate, I could continue to use the combo three more times. I didn’t right now, but if something aggressive came to visit my town, I’d be ready. It was a heady feeling to realize I could do a lot of damage if I really wanted to.

One of my practice sessions did end up attracting some unwanted attention. As my Fire Bolts shot up into the sky, some cries rang out from behind one of the buildings across the street. A pack of goblins came rushing between two of the buildings, tripping over each other in their haste to get to me.

Oh, you nasty little goblins. I was hoping for a rematch with you!

I invoked a Haste and Fire Bolts combo, sending five bolts of fire spinning and whirling around each other until they split apart and struck the goblins closest to me. Five of the little bastards fell back, crying out in pain. It looked like another six of them were piled up behind those five, so I canceled Haste and invoked Time Sense for seven seconds, then immediately unleashed another Fire Bolts combo, followed by a Fire Burst to finish off the last goblin standing at the back of the pack. My bolts spun out and impacted the five standing goblins at the same time my Fire Burst exploded the one in the back. All of them exploded in vibrant fire and fell to the ground, crying out and twitching.

I waited a moment to see if they were going to stand back up, and when none of them did, I couldn’t stop myself from doing a classic fist pump in celebration.

“Booyah!” I yelled at the dead goblins. Little bastards!

Maybe I was finally getting powerful in this—

“Well, well,” a deep, foreboding voice said, interrupting my self-congratulations.

I immediately stopped celebrating and looked at where the voice had come from.

Standing in the street near me was the furry, antlered creature I had seen mauling the poor woman in the car during the transition. He stood with an arrogant tilt to his head, as if I was a bug he fully intended to squish.

“I am very curious how you invoked those spells so quickly,” he said as he stared at me. He had a very human face, but it was covered in light fur like a deer, except where deer had a kind and placid look, his face looked cruel and evil.

“What do you want?” I managed to reply, proud that my voice didn’t squeak at all—I thought at the time.

“Well,” the creature said, taking a menacing step forward, “I heard through the wind that a native survived where I had entered this world. And I had thought for sure I had caught you all in this little dump you called home. I take it as a smear on my professional pride that you survived anywhere near me.”

He grinned, and I noticed his teeth were not flat like a normal deer’s, but sharp and vicious-looking.

I swallowed nervously. I had just been feeling confident, and this was the price I paid for celebrating?

Thankfully, his apparent penchant for talking lasted long enough for my spells to come off cooldown. I also still had twenty-three seconds on my Time Sense and fifty-seven seconds on my Haste. This creature couldn’t expect those kinds of abilities in a “native”—hopefully.

The creature opened his mouth to speak again, but instead of waiting for him to talk—since it was obvious he was here to kill me—I invoked a Haste and Fire Burst.

I expected the creature to burst into flame, but instead, he dodged to the side so quickly that my Fire Burst missed him completely. I didn’t even know the card was dodgeable!

If I hadn’t invoked Haste, I wasn’t sure I would have even seen the creature move. He was that fast. I was still trying to understand how he dodged my spell when suddenly he was charging straight at me. Before I could react, he raised a hand and slapped me hard across the face.

Now, this was no minor slap. He hit me so hard the world went white, and I spun around, landing hard in the dirt. My brain instantly felt mushy and confused, and I couldn’t stop blinking to get the lights out of my eyes.

The creature gave a full-throated laugh as he stood above me, watching me struggle to recover from his slap. “Pitiful,” he said.

I groaned and rolled over to look at the creature. It took a second for him to come into focus, and as he did, I could see him leering down at me in contempt.

I felt blood pooling in my mouth and wanted to spit it out in a heroic and manly way, but instead I just ended up pushing it out of my mouth in a pathetic dribble that ran down my chin and onto my robes. Ughhh.

The creature laughed again as he watched me struggle.

“What do you want from me?” I managed to get out through my sore jaw and blood-filled mouth. I desperately wanted Eargobr to come charging to the rescue, but I hadn’t seen him in a few days. I realized I really could die right now, and the realization made me sick to my stomach.

The creature grinned again and raised his foot—which I noticed was clawed and not hoofed like a deer’s—as if to stomp on me. Refusing to give up without a fight, I invoked Time Sense and rolled away. My Fire Burst hadn’t had time to fully cool down, but almost half of the time had elapsed, so I paused time for four seconds and then invoked a Fire Burst right on top of the creature. I canceled Time Sense for the smallest amount of time possible, then invoked Fire Burst once it was off cooldown. I then stood and backed away from the creature for the seven seconds it took to invoke another Fire Burst right on top of his hairy ass. I invoked the combo one more time, laying three Fire Bursts right on top of him in hopes that the time stop would make him unable to dodge my cards.

I released my Time Sense as I continued to back away from him and watched as all three of my Fire Bursts exploded directly on top of the creature at the same exact moment.

The creature flat-out erupted into flame. I heard him scream from inside the pillar of flame, and a savage pleasure ran through me at the sight. The asshole! Monologuing to me! How dare he!

I continued to back away from the creature and watched him cautiously. The flames started to die down, and I realized that unlike everything else I had used my deadly combo on, this creature hadn’t run away or immediately fallen to the ground or exploded as I had hoped.

“Well,” the creature said, coughing slightly, “that was impressive indeed.”

The creature was still alive! He looked singed, and his fur was burned badly. Here and there, his skin bubbled grotesquely, so I had definitely hurt him. But I hadn’t managed to finish him off, and I was almost entirely out of time.

“You think you are impressive,” he said with a short laugh, “with your level-one cards. You have an interesting combo, but nothing more. You have yet to see the true dangers of this world.” He stood up proudly again and tried to look down on me like he had done before. The effect wasn’t quite as powerful with smoke rolling off his fur. “I will leave you for now, pitiful native, but next time, you will not see me coming. I will find you at night, where you sleep, when you least expect me. Rest well.”

I wasn’t about to let this overacting piece of crap leave on a note like that. I immediately invoked my Fire Bolts and another Fire Burst that had come off cooldown.

He dodged my Fire Burst by leaping backward, and my Fire Bolts impacted him with little to no effect. He gave me a nasty smile and then turned and ran from me.

“You bastard!” I yelled after him. I only had a few seconds left on my Time Sense, so I didn’t dare give chase. I released my Haste and watched him run between two buildings and disappear into the forest.

This was not good. After the dungeon and then taking care of those goblins, I had started to feel confident in my powers. But the creature was right; I still only had level-one cards. The creature must have had very advanced Toughness cards, or the equivalent, and also some kind of inherent Haste-like ability. And he hit like a fucking truck. Ugh.

I could not afford to let him sneak up on me next time. And I wasn’t about to spend the rest of my days hiding in my shop, afraid of being attacked at any moment. I wasn’t the most ambitious person in the world, but I also wasn’t someone who’d just roll over and die.

I sniffed the air and could smell the rank odor of burning fur all around me. Now, that gave me an idea . . . 
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I only had seconds left on my Time Sense, and I was going to need every advantage I could get, so after looting the goblins, I went back to my shop and rested for the remainder of the night. I would track down the deer-looking bastard the next night.

The goblins only gave shards, but I had enough to combine them into a card. I did so in the back of my shop, and I got the first card that I wasn’t sure I could actually use.

Swarm

Level 1

Common Power

More! More! Faster! Kill!

A passive ability that slightly increases the movement speed, attack speed, and viciousness for each nearby member of the possessor’s race.
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I still hadn’t encountered another human, and I wasn’t even sure I would want to increase my viciousness. That sounded like a recipe for disaster.

So instead of equipping it in my deck, I cleared a spot at the front counter and placed the card and the remaining shard for sale. My first card to sell! If I got more cards that weren’t useful, I could also use them to upgrade some of my current cards. But if I could trade it for something useful instead, I would definitely do that.

I spent the next day nervously pacing outside my store, hoping to see Eargobr. I wanted to ask for his help in killing the deer-looking bastard, but unfortunately, Eargobr didn’t end up returning to town.

Resigned to doing it alone but determined to get it done so I didn’t have to live in fear of the bastard, I forced myself to eat a solid meal and then waited for the sun to set.

Once night settled over the remnants of my small town, I snuck out of my shop and walked over to where I had battled the deer-looking bastard. With my enhanced sense of smell, I could easily track the scent of burnt fur, so I set off, sniffing the ground like a greyhound puppy.

The smell led directly to the forest. I eyed the trees nervously, but I couldn’t afford to let this bastard get the drop on me again, so I had to go in alone. I pushed through the bushes and tree branches as I continued to follow the scent of the deer man. I couldn’t see any tracks to confirm the creature had traveled this way, but his scent was so obvious I was confident I was going in the right direction.

I tried moving slowly and quietly, but I hadn’t been a nature person before the transition and I wasn’t about to become one overnight, so I was sure I was making way too much noise. Thanks to my smell card, though, the closer I got to the creature, the more the smell increased in potency.

When my nose told me I was getting very close, I invoked Stealth. I felt the card take over, and my movements immediately became stealthier. I moved quickly and quietly through the brush, a far cry from how I had been moving before. A few minutes later, I could smell that the creature was close. I stopped behind a large tree and peered around it, toward the origin of the smell.

In front of me stood a den of sorts, dug out under a fallen tree. The creature was curled up inside. Even in the dark and with just a little bit of moonlight filtering in through the thick forest above, I could see that he looked healthier than after I had injured him yesterday. He must be regenerating here in the forest so he could ambush me later.

Thankfully, he didn’t seem to sense me as I watched him. I was close enough to target him with my cards, so I didn’t risk moving any closer.

Instead, I released Stealth and immediately activated my combos right on his sleeping form. I first invoked Haste, feeling the world around me slow. Then I summoned a Fire Burst, invoking a pillar of fire on top of his sleeping body. As that was forming, I also invoked my Fire Bolts card, sending five bolts of fire spinning toward the beast. Once those were on the way, I invoked my Time Sense, freezing time to let my cooldowns refresh. The world around me froze, and I could see the pillar of fire beginning to scorch the creature and my fire bolts frozen in the air as they flew toward him. I froze time for seven seconds until my Fire Burst and Fire Bolts were ready to cast again. Then I unfroze time, invoked them both, and continued to freeze time and invoke my cards over and over.

I stopped there, saving a few seconds of Time Sense in case my initial barrage didn’t finish the creature off. As I released my last Time Sense, four pillars of fire exploded over the creature and four sets of five bolts spun through the air in a wild burst of fire and light. The creature let out a godawful scream of pain as my bursts struck him and woke him up. I had been worried this was some sort of decoy or illusion, but I didn’t have a way to check and didn’t want to miss my chance to strike from stealth, so I just had to hope for the best. The screams told me that this was the real creature, thankfully.

Even with four bursts exploding over his already wounded body, the creature still jumped up and looked fully prepared to disembowel me with ease. He turned toward me and looked ready to let out another ungodly scream when his eyes went wide at the sight of twenty Fire Bolts zeroing in on him. He tried to dodge, but the bolts all spun around each other and followed him with precision. They struck at the same time, and the impact was so large I was blinded momentarily. The creature let out a pained grunt, and then a loud crash rang out in the forest.

I ducked back behind the tree I had been hiding behind, then released Haste and invoked Stealth again as I waited for my vision to clear. I listened carefully for sounds of the creature approaching. My heart was pounding, and I felt sick to my stomach from nerves, but I was determined to finish this.

My cooldowns reset around the same time my vision cleared, so I ducked my head out from behind the tree. The creature was slumped down against a nearby tree, his body smoldering and covered in burns. I cautiously moved closer to see if he was still breathing.

When I got to a tree about ten feet from the creature, I saw that he was still alive and struggling to rise. Unbelievable!

“Human . . .” he said haltingly. “You . . . have proven yourself. Come closer . . . and I will give you . . . the secret of my kind . . .”

He looked up at me in desperation and tried to raise a hand toward me.

“Fuck that shit!” I yelled and immediately invoked Haste, Fire Burst, Fire Bolts, Time Sense, and Fire Burst, then let Time Sense run out its remaining nine seconds before unleashing one more Fire Bolt just as everything exploded out from me.

The creature in front of me was enveloped in flame. From where he had been slumped against the tree, limbs and blood burst out in a spray of gore. I waited until my eyes cleared again, then checked to make one thousand percent sure he was actually dead.

The creature’s body lay in pieces all around the tree and the nearby bushes. His blood and parts of his body covered everything in a grotesque display.

“Take that, you fucking deer-looking piece of crap!” I yelled at his corpse and then immediately puked up my dinner all over the tree in front of me. “Ughhhhh . . .” I groaned, spitting to clear my mouth. Why couldn’t I just be cool for a moment? Ughhh. I spat some more to finish clearing my mouth.

So close to the burning corpse, I found the smell overwhelming. I had to reach in and remove my Beast Senses: Smell card just to get closer to the body. Dead bodies were fucking nasty. I moved quickly and tried not to stare at the blood and guts strewn around the area. I reached down and looted the creature’s body and then quickly backed away.

I felt my Stealth run out and realized I’d forgotten to turn it off after combat was over. I stopped to inspect the den. I dug around inside in search of any more loot and struck gold by finding a stack of cards hidden under a few large leaves. I snagged them and ducked out of the den as fast as I could.

Once I was out, I reabsorbed my Beast Senses: Smell and then followed the creature’s scent trail back home.

As I walked, I looked at the cards that I had looted from the creature. I stopped in shock when I realized I had looted an entire deck, not just a single card. The creature must have been someone like Eargobr, not just a monster. I looted his entire active deck!

I felt a sudden urge to stop and rub my hands together like a miser counting gold, but I resisted. Instead, I tucked the cards into one of the deep pockets I had found on my robe—a robe with pockets!—and continued through the forest.

As I was about to leave the forest, my Time Sense intuition kicked in, and I saw a golden image of a shape leaping at me from a nearby tree, latching onto my neck and draining my blood.

I froze in place and turned to face the spot where the golden shape had leaped from in my vision. I could just barely make out a shape poised on the branch. It must have been using some kind of stealth card.

I invoked Haste, Fire Burst, and Fire Bolts, then moved to duck behind a tree opposite the creature. My Fire Burst exploded right on it, and my Fire Bolts quickly followed up. I watched from behind the tree as the creature fell off the branch and landed on the ground below without a sound.

Behind the tree, I waited for my cards to come off cooldown and then cautiously approached. Lying on top of a crushed bush was a very dead vampire.

“Fucking vampires . . .” I said as I looted the body, dismissed Haste, and continued on my way.

I made it home with no further surprises, and even though I was exhausted, I really wanted to inspect all my new cards. I pulled out a camping flashlight I had been saving and set it up next to my bed so I could see everything I had looted.

In total, I had fifty-three new cards. Fifty-three!

Thirty of them were clearly from the creature himself. They were made of wood, similar to the elven card, but they were darker and had more violent images around the border as if to emphasize the brutality of nature.

One was from the vampire.

And twenty-two of the cards were . . . human.

This creature had already killed and looted twenty-two humans who must have been in the area. That was twenty-two people I had done nothing to help. These people must have survived the transition just to be killed by this creature.

A righteous anger burned inside me, as well as a bit of shame for not even trying to help anyone at the start of the transition. I told myself I couldn’t have done anything but get myself killed, but it didn’t stop the sense of shame I felt.

I also felt a large sense of satisfaction for killing the bastard. I was lucky, because if he had stayed around when we first fought, there was no way I could have taken him. Thankfully, he didn’t know enough about my cards to know how weak I was in that moment, and he had retreated. He couldn’t have known I’d be able to track him down—to him, I was just a pathetic little native. He had no way to suspect I had the smell-enhancing card. Of course, if I hadn’t had that, maybe I could have just holed up in my shop until Eargobr came to town. He would have helped me hunt the creature, but still, it felt good to do it on my own.

I had shown that deer man bastard.

I grinned at my loot laid out in front of me. A fitting reward for my victory.

The downside to the loot was that the cards were rather underwhelming. The creature’s cards had been reset to level one. And while they were interesting, it was clear the creature had a melee deck build instead of the more spellcaster deck I was currently going for.

He had a card for Regeneration, Speed, Strength, and Toughness, as I had expected. He also had a stealth card like the one I already had. The last five were melee attack moves that he luckily never used on me. They all, at level one at least, had similar cooldowns to my spells but offered different types of attacks, like backstab, critical strike, and so on.

I wondered if a person could just stack ten spell cards with different cooldowns and just burst anything immediately. Did the cooldowns stack? Could I just invoke eight spell cards at once? Or did types of spells share a cooldown?

The vampire card didn’t seem immediately helpful. It was called Blood Kiss and let someone regenerate lost health when they bit a person. Not really a fit for my current build.

The human cards were also disappointing. Most were similar to the fire spells I already had: an ice spell that did less damage but slowed whatever it hit, an Earth Spike spell, a Lightning Bolt spell. All very classic, if mundane, concepts from Earth. It seemed the human mind was drawn to elemental concepts when it came to magic. None of these cards seemed better than my current spells.

It wasn’t all a disappointment, though. I did find two human cards I decided to incorporate into my deck.

Preparedness

Level 1

Rare Power

Being prepared is the next best thing to not having to prepare at all.

A passive ability that grants double damage or effect for one ability, spell, or attack upon entering combat if the possessor is not caught by surprise by the combat.
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Bookworm

Level 1

Uncommon Power

Sometimes spending your life reading ends up paying off. Sometimes it doesn’t.

A passive ability that grants clarity of mind, enhanced cognition, and a small increase in damage, duration, and range of all spell cards.
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Preparedness seemed like it would synergize with my time-based intuition by helping me get the drop on any ambushes and start off combat with a bang—literally. Bookworm seemed like a good all-around benefit for my current build.

When I absorbed Bookworm, I could sense that it did increase my Time Sense daily time, but only by two seconds. Still, that could make a big difference in a fight. I now had thirty-two seconds in total. My cooldowns after my robe were seven seconds, so I could use the combo for four spells and still have four seconds left or eight seconds of perfect predictive power afterward. I hadn’t used the ability to predict the future in combat yet because the other ability just seemed more useful, but having sixty-four total seconds of being able to see the future could be a game-changer if I ever needed it.

Pulling out my current deck, I decided to make a few changes. First, I took out Beast Senses: Smell but kept it in a separate pocket in my robe for when I might need it. It wasn’t an essential ability, more of a utility ability, so I could swap it in and out more easily. I then took out Hammer Blow, which I had never used. After adding my two new cards, I was left with one more card slot.

Time Sense

Fire Burst

Mend

Toughness

Stealth

Haste

Fire Bolts

Preparedness

Bookworm

First, I needed to do some experiments. I brought my lantern and the cards out to my makeshift backyard to run some tests. Then I equipped the creature’s Toughness to see if it stacked with my own. I didn’t feel any tingling like I had the first time I equipped Toughness, so I had to assume it wasn’t stacking. I took my Toughness out of my active deck and added the creature’s, just to make sure, and I felt the tingling and strengthening like I had before. That confirmed the two didn’t stack.

Next, I equipped Earth Spike and tried casting both Earth Spike and Fire Burst at the same time. When I cast Earth Spike first, I immediately felt my Fire Burst also go on cooldown. They were both single-target spells, so I had feared there was some kind of limitation on using them together.

Still, maybe it was good to have some diversity of spell types. What if I ran into something that was immune to fire?

I decided to make my tenth card Ice Spear, one of the cards I had looted from the creature.

Ice Spear

Level 1

Common Power

Humanity has always had a primal fear of being trapped in the freezing cold. For a good reason.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a spear of ice once every ten seconds. Does a medium amount of damage to one target and slows that target’s movement and attack speed.
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I practiced with Ice Spear and wasn’t entirely impressed because it had a travel time like my Fire Bolts spell, was a single-target spell, and did less damage than my Fire Burst. At the same time, if I didn’t get surprised, it sounded like my Preparedness card might double the effect of the slow, and that should let me get a good drop on something that attacked me.

Having decided on my new active deck, I went back inside and looked at the fifty-three cards I had remaining—fifty-two with me reserving my smell card, but adding back in the goblin card brought me back to fifty-three. If what the elf had told me was true, then upgrading cards required five cards per level. So I could upgrade all ten of my level-one cards to level two for five cards each, which would take fifty cards. Or I could decide to level just a few cards to a higher level. I also needed to remember I could sell some in my store and maybe get more useful combinations.

I pulled out my deck and laid the cards out in front of me. These cards were pretty impressive, really. I felt the various cards in my deck with my fingers. The elven card was smooth and beautiful to look at. It evoked thoughts of nature and resilience. It glowed with a beautiful green light.

The human cards spoke to me of ingenuity. Of creation. Of surviving the wilderness through pure perseverance and overcoming the odds. I had learned already that compared to the other races, we were rather weak and very unprepared for this world. But the human cards spoke to me about how we overcame the same odds and tamed our world in the past. Maybe we would do it again.

The glow of the cards in front of me was beautiful. I shut off my flashlight to appreciate them fully. As I touched and marveled over them, I thought about what I needed.

First, more survivability. If I encountered another creature like the deer bastard, I wanted to be able to take a few punches.

I leveled Toughness to level three for the cost of fifteen cards.

Time Sense was my most powerful ability, so I upgraded that to level three as well for fifteen more cards.

I leveled Fire Burst to level two since it was my main attack right now.

And then I leveled Fire Bolts to level two as well since it was my main area-of-effect attack.

That left me with thirteen cards.

I hadn’t used Haste too often, except as a combo for my cooldowns, so I could leave that alone for now.

I decided to upgrade Bookworm and Stealth instead for five cards each.

I saved the speed, strength, and toughness card I had received from the deer creature because it seemed like those might sell well, and the speed and strength cards were both uncommon.

I completed the upgrades and then laid out my deck in front of me again.

Time Sense, Level 3

Fire Burst, Level 2

Mend

Toughness, Level 3

Stealth, Level 2

Haste

Fire Bolts, Level 2

Preparedness

Bookworm, Level 2

Ice Spear

I felt the increased levels kick in, and I examined the cards to see what had changed. My Time Sense hadn’t increased in time, but Bookworm, being higher, had increased it to a total of forty-three seconds. That wasn’t major, but maybe Time Sense would have a bigger leap in power at level five.

Bookworm’s bonus increased my other skills across the board as well. Stealth was up to ten minutes, plus the Bookworm bonus, which was great. It was hard to tell how much tougher I was, but hopefully I could take a few punches without going down now. And I was itching to try my upgraded spells but didn’t want to go make more of a light show in front of the forest than I already had.

Overall, I felt a sense of satisfaction. One bastard who expected me to wait meekly at home for him to recover and come kill me at his leisure was dead. My cards were upgraded. My store was still standing. My mind was . . . more or less intact. Maybe?

I put my cards away and slowly fell asleep with a grim sense of pride in my survival thus far. 
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The next day, I set up shop again and was relaxing in my thinking chair outside when Eargobr came strolling back into town.

“Why weren’t you here yesterday?” I yelled at him as he approached down the street.

He gave me a puzzled look and replied, “I was out finding more dungeons, as I said, shopkeep!”

“I had a visitor,” I told him as he stopped in front of me. I told him about the deer bastard and what I had done to him.

After I was done, Eargobr was almost falling over with laughter.

“What is so funny?” I asked him after his laughter got quiet enough for me to hear myself speak.

“You did this world a great service!” Eargobr eventually replied. “Those arrogant bastards never do anyone a good turn. He was definitely trying to lure you in at the end there to kill you and you just . . . bam! Pow! Murder! That was well done, Shopkeeper Jake! Well done!”

He broke into another fit of laughter, and this time I joined him a little. I was relieved I had read the situation correctly, and it was pretty funny in a messed-up kind of way when it was said like that.

He clapped me on the shoulder, sending me spinning out of my chair, and then broke into another laughing fit. “Still so tiny, though!”

I picked myself up and realized my Toughness was doing something, because even though he could move me with the pure size of his body, the clap on the shoulder and the fall to the cement hadn’t hurt as much. I smiled back at him.

“Do you want some food or anything?” I asked as I brushed off my—previously spotless, thanks to Mend—magical robes.

“Oh no, thank you, though,” he replied, sitting on the sidewalk in front of my chair.

I righted my chair and sat back down as well. “Do you eat?” I eyed his lack of supplies and general nakedness. I hadn’t realized it, but that had been bothering me before.

“Well,” he said, looking a bit embarrassed. “You know, there is always something around for me to eat.”

“Like hunting?” I asked, looking at his huge axe and wondering how he could hunt with that.

Eargobr looked even more embarrassed. “I don’t eat meat,” he said in the smallest voice I had ever heard from him. “My people are herbivores.”

“Ohhh,” I said, understanding. “That is nothing to be embarrassed about . . .”

“I know! But, you know, I am a big strong killing machine and I eat grass and leaves. It just doesn’t sound as scary when I tell people.”

Laughing, I reached out and patted him on his giant, ungodly muscled shoulder.

“Eargobr,” I said, “you are so goddamn scary you don’t need to worry about something like that. Trust me.”

Eargobr laughed and shoved me backward, toppling over my chair and planting me hard against the cement again.

“Aghhh, dammit, Eargobr,” I said, laughing.

He fell backward in laughter as I rolled out of my chair and glared at him.

I couldn’t help but smile back. It was nice to see a more relaxed side of him. Seeing him enjoy himself so much made me realize that he really was as young as he said he was.

“So, then, these dungeons?”

He sat back up and snorted a bit before settling down. “Shopkeep Jake! You have no idea the bounty you have around here. I found at least five more dungeons in the area. Five! There are also signs of an orc city being built in the mountains nearby. And monsters are spawning in record numbers in the surrounding fields. You have struck gold to have your own town in such a location.”

“Uhhh . . .” I said, sobering up quickly. “It’s a good thing that there is an orc city being built nearby and tons of monsters are spawning?”

“Oh yes,” Eargobr replied. “Orcs are a fierce opponent. Many battles to be had and much loot to secure. And if you can befriend a tribe, they have top-notch craftsmen. And they are fine traders. If your town grows, they will come to trade here. Just make sure not to let them murder anyone or they will think you are weak and overrun your town.” He nodded, as if that was a simple thing to stop.

I fixed my chair and plopped down into it with a sigh. “Okay,” I said slowly.

“But that is for later!” he said. “For now, I am curious if you would be willing to rent me one of your buildings here. I am going to stay around for a while since there is so much to be done in the area. What say you?”

“Rent you a building?”

“Yes,” he replied enthusiastically. “The one I stayed in the other night would be perfect. I will give you three cards for a week for the building, yes?”

“Eargobr, you don’t need to pay me rent—”

“No, shopkeep,” he interrupted. “I insist! You and I are becoming friends, but friends always pay their debts. I insist.”

In so saying, he pulled out a deck and handed it to me.

“Pick whatever you want. I have been getting nothing but garbage from the monsters around here and have plenty to spare.”

I grabbed the deck and saw he had over a hundred cards. He must have been murdering everything he came across to have gotten so many so soon.

I flipped through the deck but didn’t find anything better than I had in my current setup, so I just grabbed three I thought might sell well: an uncommon Berserk card that made the caster go into an insane killing rage—I was very grateful Eargobr hadn’t kept that one in his active deck—and two other basic attack cards.

“Well,” I said after I picked my three, “the building is all yours, then.”

“Great!” he said as he stood up. “I would invite you to clear the dungeons with me, friend Jake, but I need to rest, and frankly, the dungeons nearby are not enough of a challenge for me right now, so I am going to let them grow a bit before clearing them. I am going to head deeper into the mountains to see what these orcs have to offer me. But that is for tomorrow!”

He waved goodbye and walked down the street. I watched him go bemusedly.

So the dungeons would grow more powerful? Should I try to clear them before that happened and get some loot? Could I survive one on my own?

I was still a bit too shaken up from my showdown with the deer asshole, so I decided to leave that for another day. Instead, I left the front door of the shop open and went and found all the seeds I had gathered from the hardware store, intent on following up on an idea I’d had the other day.

Wedging the back door of the shop open so I could hear or see if anyone came inside, I went into my backyard—still enclosed with overturned cars—and took a look at the grass that had replaced the barren alley that used to be there. I had no green thumb, but the soil looked healthy to me.

I sat down in the grass and laid out all the seeds in front of me. A large number were for various types of flowers, but there were also plenty of food staples such as potatoes, beans, tomatoes, carrots, and other things that could be eaten.

Excited, I went back inside and grabbed a shovel I had looted from the hardware store as well. I spent the rest of the day marking off the backyard. I wanted to leave enough space so I could come out here and relax from time to time, so I left room outside the door and to the right for that. I then divided up the rest of the backyard into plots for planting the different seeds.

I left a walking path between each plot so I could navigate around the backyard. I didn’t dig up the soil yet, just marked the plots with the edge of the shovel as I went.

After that, I went back to the pile of goods I had looted from the hardware store and found the rolled-up metal fencing I remembered from earlier. If I was going to grow some food, I needed to make sure animals—or monsters—couldn’t get to it easily.

I dug a deep but narrow trench right behind the cars in order to sink the fencing down enough to stop anything from trying to dig under it. I worked on just digging that until it became too dark to see. Then I went and closed up the shop and made a small dinner before turning in for the night.

Making a garden was a bigger project than I had initially thought. First, the pure manual labor was a slog. I ended up grabbing the speed and strength cards from the deer creature and used those to make the job easier. They were so helpful, in fact, that I decided to keep them with me for situations just like this, like I did with the smell-enhancement card.

With my enhanced strength and speed, I was able to dig much faster. I paused on digging the rest of the narrow trench for the fence, realizing I should probably plant everything first so it would start to grow. The next few days were spent digging, turning the earth in each plot, and then planting seeds. The backs of the seed cartons were particularly helpful since I hadn’t realized I needed to put up some sticks for the beans to grow on. There were plenty of other little tips the makers of the seeds had printed on their packaging for amateur farmers like me.

After I finished, I couldn’t help but admire the garden. I had little rectangular plots of turned-up earth full of food! I had never even grown a potted plant before, and the satisfaction of looking over my garden was almost as strong as when I defeated the deer asshole.

To finish off the garden, I had saved a special treat I thought might work. Focusing on my Mend card, I pictured it targeting my entire garden and then invoked it. As I did, I felt . . . something push back against my mind. There was no reason I couldn’t pick the garden as a target. If I could target my clothing, I could target a garden. If I could target something as complex as the human body, I could target a simple garden. I refused to let go of the idea. I kept the image of my entire garden being bathed in the green energy of Mend until I felt the resistance crumble and my card took effect with a surge of warmth from my chest.

I looked up and saw the garden glowing with green light. Small wisps of green energy, like fireflies, were escaping from the soil all around me. I could feel the life energy of the garden benefiting from the regeneration and healing.

“Yeah!” I said in celebration. I did not do a fist pump, though. I had learned that lesson the hard way.

After I finished planting everything, I went back to digging the trench for the fence, and after another day of work, I got the fence sunk several feet into the ground all around the backyard.

This whole time, nobody had come by the shop, which was a bit disheartening. I had placed a little bell with a sign that read Ring for Service on the counter—and kept an eye on the store through the back door—but not a single human or non-human came to visit.

I also realized the other problem with the garden was that it needed constant watering. The river was nearby, but not near enough for me to easily water my plants every day. For now, I’d made the trek with my arms full of empty water bottles, but I would need to find a more long-term solution at some point.

The last thing I did was steal a few comfortable wooden chairs and a bench from the neighboring apartments and set them up in the backyard so I had a place to sit and enjoy my garden.

A week passed, and I fell into a bit of a rhythm. Each morning, I would trek over to the river and gather water for my garden. Then I would use a Mend to help the garden grow and a second Mend to clean myself up.

After that, I opened the store for the day and puttered around the garden and the store. When I got bored of that, I sat in my thinking chair in front of the store and doodled or made some notes in my journal until it got dark out. I also patrolled the town and occasionally encountered a monster or two that I killed and looted.

By the end of the week, I had collected ten cards in total, including the one I had left over from the deer monster, the three from Eargobr, and the Strength and Speed cards I had added to the utility deck I had been building to switch in and out as needed. None of the local monster cards had been worth switching with my own, and I was starting to see what Eargobr meant about needing more of a challenge.

I decided not to save any of the level-one cards, and instead, I upgraded my Mend, which gave me a third charge per day, and my Preparedness, which didn’t change its description, so I wasn’t sure what upgrading it did for me. Oh well.

I also considered trying to evolve some of my cards. I had a sense I could try to merge my Toughness with the Speed and Strength from the deer monster, but there had to have been a reason the creature didn’t do that himself. Maybe it became an active ability like my Haste. It wouldn’t be nearly as good if it did, because while I moved faster with Haste, the speed boost and strength were constant with the cards equipped as passive enhancements.

I felt like I could also evolve my Haste into my Time Sense, but I didn’t want to do that because then I would have one less ability to trigger the cooldown reduction from my robe.

My garden was already starting to show growth. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed to grow dramatically faster than a normal garden. I hoped that was because of my creative use of Mend.

Eargobr still hadn’t returned, and still no customers had come to the shop. Feeling a bit stir crazy, I decided I couldn’t just sit around the shop all day for no reason. Eventually, if I didn’t continue to push myself, the dungeons would out-level me and the monsters would probably do so as well. As it was, I felt I was ahead of the curve in power because of my unique cards, and taking down the deer asshole had given me a boost in levels. I figured I should take advantage of that and use it to gain more power before I was left behind.

Of course, Eargobr hadn’t told me where the other dungeons were, but that was okay because I didn’t feel safe tackling a brand-new dungeon on my own yet anyway. I wanted to try handling the undead one from before without having Eargobr destroy everything first.

With a plan of action, I packed up my dungeon backpack with supplies, watered my garden, put up a closed sign in front of the shop, and struck out for the undead dungeon. 
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The path to the undead dungeon was still easy to follow since Eargobr had done such a thorough job of clearing his way through the woods the first time. I wasn’t attacked by any annoying vampires as I followed his path, either, which seemed like a good sign.

As I went, I did try to stomp down on any regrowing bushes and snap any branches to help keep the path from growing over. After about an hour, I reached the dungeon and saw that nothing had changed from when Eargobr and I had visited it before.

Before I could overthink things, I stepped into the dungeon and was greeted with the familiar tunnels I had seen before. I just hoped it hadn’t gotten significantly harder.

I made my way carefully down the tunnel, following the direction Eargobr had gone last time. The tunnel ended at a large open cavern, where three skeletons were wandering aimlessly around the room.

Peering around to make sure no other skeletons were hiding closer to me, I focused on the three I could see and unleashed a Fire Bolts card at them. The bolts spun around each other and then spread out, striking the three skeletons with perfect aim. Two skeletons got hit with two of the bolts, which turned out to be a bit overkill, because they exploded into tiny skeleton pieces all over the room.

The one skeleton hit by only a single bolt also died, albeit in a less dramatic way than the other two. I watched and listened carefully, but nothing else came out to attack me.

I stepped into the cavern and inspected the bodies. A little bit of overkill, maybe? The skeletons seemed about as strong as a goblin, which I guess made sense since they were just fodder between the bosses of the dungeon. Except now my Fire Bolts was level two, and I had the Preparedness passive giving my initial spell card double damage. It was a brutal combination that made me a bit of a glass cannon, but as long as I was prepared—pun intended—I could open with an amazing salvo of damage.

The rest of the first floor proceeded almost as anti-climatically as when I was here with Eargobr, although I felt a fierce pride that I was the one doing the destruction this time. The melee and archer skeletons could be one-shotted with my Fire Bolts, and the mobs never came in packs of more than five. The occasional spellcaster skeleton could survive my initial Fire Bolts spell with a shield of some kind, but when I followed it up with a Fire Burst, it quickly died.

I practiced my kiting when I found a lone skeleton. When I opened with Ice Spear, the Preparedness did in fact double the slow effect of the card, and the skeleton looked almost comical as it tried to walk toward me in slow motion. I let it live to try to see how long the effect lasted, and it stayed frozen for about twelve seconds (probably a base ten plus two from Bookworm), but that was plenty of time to kill it or reapply the slow with another Ice Spear.

The first boss I had no memory of because I hadn’t even realized it had been a boss before Eargobr smashed it. This time, I saw that it was a skeleton that had better armor and gear than the other skeletons and was holding a vicious-looking two-handed sword. Tarnished and rusted chainmail covered his bones as well.

I eyed him from the opening that led into his room and he stared right back at me. Were the monsters in here supposed to watch me like that? I thought maybe they would wait until I entered the room before doing anything. This one was fondling his sword in a very disturbing manner while he stared straight at me.

The time it took for him to decide if he was going to let me get the first shot in was enough of an advantage for me. I opened with an Ice Spear to slow him down, activated Haste, and then invoked a Fire Bolts right at him. The Ice Spear shot forward almost as fast as my eye could track it, and my Fire Bolts spun and twisted around the spear of ice, creating a very pleasing aesthetic, only for all my spell cards to strike a force shield of some kind that surrounded the skeleton boss.

“Oh, sh—” I started to say before the undead launched himself at me in a charge. He moved so fast I wouldn’t have been able to track him if I hadn’t activated my Haste before invoking my Fire Bolts to get the cooldown reduction. The skeleton’s steps literally blurred, and he was thrown forward with unnatural speed.

I dodged to the side with my Haste-enhanced movement and managed to just avoid a slash from his sword that passed way too close to my chest. Not stopping, I continued my dodge, shifting into a run, and then turned and invoked Time Sense. When I turned around, the skeleton was literally a second from slicing me in half with his huge sword. He was poised in the air, right above me, the sword inches from the back of my head.

“Motherfucker!” I yelled as I stumbled back, wasting precious seconds. I recovered quickly, ran around the other side of the skeleton, and invoked my Fire Bolts again, which had gone off cooldown. Then I sent a Fire Burst right on top of the skeleton as soon as it was free. I released Time Sense immediately.

The skeleton crashed to the ground, clearly surprised not to find me cut in half by its giant sword. Before it could turn, my Fire Burst struck its shield, followed by my Fire Bolts. Neither had an effect. And I had lost precious seconds of my Time Sense that I really wanted to save for the final boss.

This guy’s shield could not last forever. It wouldn’t make sense to have an impervious ability like this that could take infinite damage. Of course, the last boss seemed impervious to melee attacks . . . but I had to assume there was some mechanic in the room that could have countered his invulnerability if Eargobr had bothered to look for a solution. He just hadn’t because his approach to life was to destroy everything in his way.

So was there a solution here? I frantically looked around the room as I continued to back away from the skeleton. Placed around the room were some conspicuous-looking orbs glowing with a light gray light that was different from the normal glow that permeated the dungeon. They did seem to match the color of the shield for the brief seconds I could see it. There were four of them spaced in little alcoves around the room. Very suspicious . . .

The skeleton, meanwhile, must have activated his charge card, because he shot at me again like a skeleton-sized bullet. I activated Time Sense and invoked a Fire Bolts, and instead of focusing on the skeleton charging me, I imagined the bolts spreading out and striking the orbs. I felt an immediate headache but kept the image playing over and over in my head. My headache grew and I began to feel lightheaded. A piercing feeling began in my brain like I was breaking something, but I gritted my teeth and demanded they target the orbs. They are enemies, too! They are the main danger to me right now! Kill them!

Finally, something gave in. I immediately dodged away from where the skeleton was charging and released my Time Sense. I wasn’t sure how much time I had wasted, but as soon as time restarted, my bolts flew out and targeted the orbs instead of the skeleton, just as I wished. Success!

The skeleton, not admiring my clever play, landed next to me and swung his huge sword in a sweeping strike at my chest. I dodged back, Haste giving me the space to back away in time, but then his sword let off a metallic sound and a wave of force extended several feet from the edge of the blade. I felt the force cut into my left arm, and I cried out in pain even as I twisted away quickly and rolled to try regaining my balance.

I glanced at where the force had struck me and was surprised to see a nasty-looking cut on my arm, but the arm itself seemed to still be attached. I thought for a second there that I was going to be split in two. Toughness level three was paying off for sure!

My bolts finally struck the orbs placed around the room, and I saw them shatter with an explosion of gray light. I rolled back again to dodge another strike—this time a regular one—from the skeleton and then invoked a Fire Burst right on his ass.

The skeleton burst into flames right in front of me. I moved backward a few more steps and watched the skeleton carefully. After burning white hot for a second, the skeleton man collapsed forward and fell to the ground, unmoving. I had a suspicion he was especially vulnerable to magic, given the setup for the boss fight. Plus, my spells did great damage already. The combination was a one-punch knockout.

Releasing Haste, I avoided looking at my arm because it grossed me out. I could feel the blood dripping down my hand, and I knew if I looked at it without the distraction of combat, I was liable to pass out. I cast Mend, focusing on not just my arm but my pretty robe as well, and felt the card send a wave of immediate healing energy coursing through me.

Sad that mini bosses didn’t give any loot, I walked over to the stairs leading to the next level and sat down. I ate a snack and drank some water as my arm finished regenerating. Once it felt healthy again, I dared to look down. No more giant gash showing disgusting muscle and viscera and blood, thank God. Instead, a nice, pristine, perfectly mended robe covered my arm once again. I could still feel a bit of blood dripping from my hand where the Mend spell hadn’t cleaned it up, so I wiped that on an old, tattered rag hanging from the wall nearby.

As I did, I also felt something slightly itchy under my nose. I reached up and found some dried blood around my nostrils. I hadn’t been hit in the face. Was that from pushing my Fire Bolts spell so much? Did I give myself an aneurysm or something?

I finished up my snack and put any worries about strokes and dropping dead from brain damage as far from my mind as I could. I got up and walked down to the next level of the dungeon.

The second level of the dungeon wasn’t much more of a challenge. There were a few packs of larger skeletons, but I focused my Fire Bolts on the ranged attackers, finished off the spellcasters with a judicious Fire Burst, and then kited the slow-moving skeletons until things came off cooldown and I could finish them off. I didn’t end up having to use any of my more critical abilities.

Even the second mini boss was a bit of a cakewalk. He had some chain thing that he could wrap around me to pull me close—probably designed as a counter to a ranged attacker—but I just unloaded on him with a Preparedness-empowered Fire Burst followed by a Fire Bolts. Then I dodged his chain until my spells came off cooldown and finished him off.

The third floor was more of the same. The final boss, now that I knew his trick, was even easier. I used Stealth since I had plenty of time on that card, snuck into his room, opened with Haste, Flame Burst, Time Sense, and Flame Blast, waited for cooldowns, and repeated until the boss exploded. The way all my spells piled up and exploded at almost the exact same time as I left Time Sense was immensely satisfying.

Afterward, I still had a decent amount of my Time Sense left and a little less of my Haste. All in all, a very successful run!

I grabbed the chest and opened it up to find two items and two cards waiting for me. I grabbed everything and let the chest disappear before inspecting them.

Boots of Agility

Common Power

Grants the wearer a faster movement speed and a better reaction time when dodging.
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Necklace of Archer’s Eye

Common Power

Grants the wearer better aim with ranged attacks.

Grants the wearer better range with ranged attacks.
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Neither seemed particularly suited to my current card deck, although I had to admit I had been feeling a bit silly running around in a fancy robe and a pair of modern sneakers. The Boots of Agility were a nice-looking pair of leather boots that looked like something you’d find in a high-end men’s fashion magazine or store.

I took off my sneakers and put them in my backpack, then put on the new pair of boots. I ran around the room a bit and felt a noticeable increase in my movement speed. Not world-breaking, but handy!

The necklace seemed even less useful, if I was reading the description correctly. As a test, I equipped the necklace and tried casting Ice Spear. I felt no noticeable difference. Then I grabbed a rock from the ground nearby and chucked it at the skeleton’s corpse. I felt a slight tingle helping me aim.

Yep, useless for my build. That was okay—I had a store I could sell it in!

After taking off the necklace and placing it in my backpack, I inspected the two cards I had received.

“Huh?” I said in surprise.

Both of the cards were . . . useless to me. One was the Earth Spike I had already gotten rid of, and the other was Air Blast, an equally unhelpful single-target air-based spell. Did the dungeon not tailor rewards if you had already completed it? Was I missing something? Had I used up any good luck? It seemed like a pretty worthy accomplishment to complete a dungeon on my own as a native. I had to imagine I was one of the only humans that had done so at this point in the world.

I went over to the altar and sat down in the boss’s chair to think through why the dungeon might have given me these, assuming the dungeon still tailored some rewards for my specific deck.

I pulled out my cards as I inspected the two from the dungeon. As I did, I felt a resonance, just like I had when I held my Time Stasis ability near the Wisdom of the Ages card before I combined them into Time Sense. I picked through my active deck until I could find where the resonance was coming from. It came from two of my current cards.

I grabbed the two cards from my deck and put the rest away. Then I held all four cards and looked at them. The two from my deck were my Fire Burst and my Ice Spear. All my single-target spells. And the two new ones were the other elemental single-target spells. Was the dungeon telling me to evolve them together?

“Hmmm,” I said, staring at the cards in my hand. On the one hand, it seemed like it might be a powerful evolution. On the other, I really liked Flame Burst. And I had just improved it to level three. Didn’t evolving lower the card back to level one? Dang it.

Would some sort of all-elements single-target attack be better than a level-three Flame Burst?

I was split, fifty-fifty. Since I could go either way, I let the dungeon decide for me. It hadn’t steered me wrong with this amazing robe the first time I was here. And it clearly gave me these two cards for a reason if they were resonating like this. If it hadn’t, I probably would have never realized I could do this evolution since I had already destroyed an Earth Spike card before.

Making up my mind, I put the cards together in my hand and closed my eyes. I pictured the four cards merging into one, and I felt the energy of the evolution push out of me and into the cards. I felt a burst of warmth from my hand, and when I looked down, the four cards were replaced by one very shiny new card. Whereas the normal human cards were a matte metal, this one shone like polished chrome.

Elemental Burst

Level 1

Rare Power

Ultimate Evolution

Fire burns, ice slows, earth pierces, and wind disrupts. Together, their powers combine to seriously blow shit up.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a burst of elemental destruction once every ten seconds. This burst does a high amount of damage, slows, pierces, and knocks back one target.
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Was the card being funny with a reference to a children’s cartoon? Because I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling as I read not just the flavor text but the description. This was good shit. Good, good shit.

“Elemental Burst!” I yelled out to the empty boss room, holding the card aloft. I couldn’t stop myself from laughing for a bit before realizing I probably looked insane to anyone who might have been watching. In fact, the dungeon was probably watching and judging me. Then again, the dungeon had given me the cards, so . . .

“Thank you, dungeon!” I said, smiling.

I made my way out of the dungeon and back to town with no issues—other than another stupid vampire trying to get me. It died in a second; my new Elemental Burst spell blew it to bits. Thanks for the free vampire card, punk. It was a useless card granting the power to seduce middle-aged women—but a card was a card. And my new spell card did not disappoint.
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The next day, I cleared out some of the human junk and made a new section for cards and magical loot. I put up a sign that said Magical Section and hung it over the display that held the necklace, the vampire card, and one little goblin shard I had remaining.

Then I went to get water for my garden, cast my daily Mend on my plants and myself, and opened up shop for the day. I found myself humming contentedly as I worked and realized I was in a great mood. Nothing like a daily mental boost from Mend in the morning to put a little pep in the step, I say.

As I rolled up the steel gate guarding the store, I was shocked out of my pleasant thoughts; several little people were standing in front of my shop and waiting for me. The creatures—people?—came up to about my kneecaps. They were all dressed in miniature versions of adventuring gear that frankly looked adorable on them.

One of them stepped forward and bowed deeply to me. This one had long silver hair tied behind its head in a ponytail and I realized it must be female; the other little ones all had large beards and mustaches.

“Hello, shopkeep,” the little woman said. “How do you find yourself today?”

“Uhh . . .” I replied with my usual grace and civility.

“Is your fine store open now?” the woman asked after an awkward moment of me just staring at her in shock.

“Oh, yes!” I said. “Of course. Please come in.”

I finished opening the steel gate and held the door for them. They all walked into the store in an orderly line and began to peruse my goods.

I walked over to the checkout counter and watched them as they looked around the store. Most of the items were set well above their heads, and I was about to offer to bring them a step stool when the male ones all jumped on top of each other’s shoulders and the woman climbed right up them like they were a ladder until she could see the items.

It was superrrrrrrrr adorable, and I had to stop myself from clapping or laughing as I watched.

They inspected the human goods first and seemed to find several that interested them. After that, they took a look at my magical section but quickly lost interest there.

After about a half hour of browsing, they came over to the counter and did their little climbing thing until the woman stood in front of me with several items in her hand. I used my newly discovered self-control to keep a straight face as I watched them.

“We are interested in these human items,” she said, setting down an alarm clock that didn’t work any longer, a straw hat way too big for their heads, and a chess board that I’d labeled as missing several pieces.

“Hmm . . .” I said, lifting the items one by one and inspecting them as if they were valuable to me.

“We will give you one common card and five shards for the lot,” the woman said.

Sensing a low-ball offer, I countered. “Three cards, one for each item,” I said, gesturing to the items in front of me.

The woman frowned and shook her head. “I’m afraid I can only go as high as two cards. Nothing more.”

I picked up the straw hat and looked at it like it was actually worth something. “I’ll take two cards, if you all would also like to join me for a break out back in my garden. I’ll share some human refreshments and maybe you can answer some questions for me.”

The little woman smiled. “I see you are a very sharp shopkeep. Deal.”

She stuck out her little hand and I shook it. My hand was definitely dry this time, and my handshake was firm and confident.

After I let go of her tiny hand, she reached into a pouch at her side and pulled out her deck. “Take a look and select whichever two you prefer,” she said, handing me the cards.

I had an open slot now, so I was very interested to see what she had to offer. The cards she handed me were made of metal, similar to the human cards, but they were shinier and more reflective (not quite as shiny as my newest card, though). The corners of the cards were adorned with little images of cogs and tools.

I flipped through her cards and marveled at the different images. Little people in flying machines. Little people shooting what looked like ray guns. Little people tinkering and building all kinds of machines. So cool.

Sadly, most of the abilities had to do with technology that I didn’t possess and was very unlikely to ever get my hands on. A card that let ray guns pierce through an opponent and the person behind them? Very neat—but only if someone had a ray gun.

I did find one card I thought would be useful in my deck and one I thought might sell. The one I thought might sell well gave the user better accuracy and precision with ranged attacks and a chance to cripple an opponent temporarily. It seemed like it would synergize well with the amulet, and maybe I could convince someone to buy them both as a package.

The card I decided to get for my own use was a bit more generalized but still seemed useful in case I ever needed to defend myself from surprise or ranged attacks that my intuition didn’t warn me about.

Steel Plates

Level 1

Common Power

There is no greater defense than putting some good-quality metal between you and whatever is trying to hit you.

A passive ability that summons three thick steel plates that rotate around you and passively block three incoming non-magical ranged attacks. Activates automatically when the user is under attack, but each plate may only block one attack per day.
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It seemed like a useful card that might help bolster one of my weak points—specifically, snipers or ranged attackers I couldn’t reach with my spells. Judging from the other cards I looked at in the deck, it wasn’t that uncommon of a fighting style. Better to be prepared, and hopefully Steel Plates and a good Haste would let me close the distance.

After thanking the little woman, I handed back her deck and then led the little people out back to my garden.

“Sorry, I only have so many chairs,” I said, “but please have a seat. I will be back with some drinks.”

I went into the cooler, grabbed some sodas, and brought them back out. The little people were sitting two to a chair and I again had to stop myself from reacting to how adorable they looked.

I handed out the sodas and showed them how to open the tabs. Once they got them open, they seemed fascinated by how they worked.

“Very clever!” one of the little men said as he drank the soda. The carbonation seemed to surprise the little guy and he let out a tiny burp after taking a big sip.

The woman maintained her dignity the whole time and just sipped her soda carefully.

“Can I ask what race you all are?” I said. “This is all very new to me and I am still trying to learn as quickly as I can. I hope that isn’t a rude question.”

The woman nodded as I spoke. “Of course. Not rude at all. We are tinker gnomes. We come from #$@%@%.”

“Ah,” I said. “Very cool.”

“Cool,” one of the male gnomes echoed.

“What brings you to this area?” I asked.

“Our Dungeon O’Meter indicated a high level of energy in this area and we wanted to explore the region,” she said. “Have you explored the local dungeons around your town yet?”

“I have a little bit,” I said, not wanting to totally reveal my lack of exploration so far.

“Oh, good!” She smiled at me. “You know, it is very rare to find a human doing so well, we are finding. Your people did not seem to be properly prepared for the transition at all.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “You could sure say that again.”

“It is also nice to find such amenable hospitality,” she continued. “The few humans we have found have turned out to be quite aggressive and rude.”

Several of the male gnomes nodded along as they sipped their sodas.

“Yeah,” I said, “I hope you won’t take that personally, but the transition was quite difficult for us and I am sure people are not finding it easy to survive right now.”

“Of course,” she said kindly. “It was nothing a ray gun or two couldn’t handle, so do not fret over the rudeness of other humans you do not know. We appreciate finding such a host in such a promising location.”

We continued to chat for quite a while. After finishing their sodas, the male gnomes went and played in my garden as the woman and I continued to talk. I learned that she was technically their queen and they came from a matriarchal society. The male gnomes were her bodyguards, apparently. Her name was Queen Silverbolt, which I thought was infinitely cooler-sounding than Jake.

I also learned quite a lot about their world and how their technology worked. Apparently, weird technology still worked after a transition, but not the everyday stuff like cars, electricity, or guns. Just ray guns and other spell-equivalent kinds of technology. I didn’t really understand why that was, but the gnome queen said it was just the will of the gods. There wasn’t much I could say to that.

She was also interested in staying in the town. Like Eargobr, she insisted on renting an apartment and paid me three cards to rent one down the street for a week. I was turning into a landlord as well as a shopkeeper, apparently. I promised to show her to the undead dungeon at no cost to make myself feel a little better about renting out dead people’s apartments that I had no use for.

The morning turned into afternoon and we said our goodbyes. All in all, it was a very pleasant morning. It was nice to have some normal people around; Eargobr was nice but a bit intense. And it was nice to feel a bit like a real shopkeeper. Haggling with customers. Renting rooms. Making small talk in the garden.

Things were looking up in ol’ Jaketown, USA. 
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Having thought such pleasant thoughts, I would’ve thought something terrible would immediately befall me for daring to feel good about myself. Thankfully, the opposite occurred! I had several more very nice days in a row.

I showed Queen Silverbolt and her bodyguards to the undead dungeon. Eargobr came back to town and we chatted about everything he had found in the wilderness and what I had been up to. My garden continued to grow at a remarkable pace.

I even had another customer!

This time it was a lone dark elf who just browsed and didn’t buy anything. He only answered my questions with a grunt and left soon after—but still, a customer! Well, he technically didn’t buy anything . . .

Anyway, things didn’t turn out terrible just because I was feeling good. Eargobr, even though he wasn’t interested in running the local dungeons, agreed to show me where they were.

I grabbed a large piece of paper and had him sketch out a rough map of the area. His hands were surprisingly dexterous as he moved the largest sharpie I could find around the map. He drew in my small town and the river. For the forest, he filled in the entire eastern portion of the map. To the west were the mountains. He showed me where I could easily ford the river at a low point near town. He marked the undead dungeon, which gave me a good sense of scale. I wrote in a smaller pen next to the dungeon the words Undead Dungeon.

Next, he marked a dungeon further north in the forest and told me it was full of twisted versions of the elves I had met earlier. They weren’t real elves, just monsters based on elves. I wrote next to that Monster Elf Dungeon.

The next dungeon was also north and went under the river where a lake had formed. He said it was full of traps and sneaky creatures with big buck teeth. They had built a large wooden dam where the lake turned into the river. I wrote Beaver Dungeon next to it.

The next one was several days south at the edge of the map. Eargobr said it was in the remains of a human skyscraper that had been buried sideways in the ground at the time of the transition. He said it looked to be full of large glass spiders. I wrote Nasty Glass Spider Dungeon and drew the emoji of a skull vomiting green puke next to it.

The last one he drew at the foot of the mountains and said it was a kobold mine that the orcs were farming for gear and levels already. I wrote Kobold/Orc Dungeon next to it.

After that, I invited him back to my garden oasis for dinner and he graciously accepted. I had a can of tuna and a cold chicken noodle soup. Eargobr brought a mass of grass and tree branches. It was quite pleasant.

He said he was going to try crossing the mountains to see what was on the other side, so he didn’t rent another room from me this time. I bid him farewell and closed up shop for the night.

The next day I decided to scout out the dungeons. I wasn’t ready to try to solo a new dungeon in case I ran into a boss mechanic I couldn’t handle, but I wanted to know a bit more about their locations.

I packed my dungeon backpack just in case I had to overnight, flipped the store sign to closed, and started north. I also grabbed a hatchet from the hardware store—thank the gods for small-town hardware stores, am I right?—to help with cutting any trails. I switched in the Speed and Strength cards for my Bookworm and Haste to make the trip easier as well. I started by heading toward the Monster Elf Dungeon.

With my new boots, the speed card from the deer monster, and a positive attitude, I made good time. I followed the edge of the forest for about double the amount of time it took to get to the Undead Dungeon. Then, finding where Eargobr had left a large mark on a tree, I cut directly into the forest. I only had to kill two monsters as well. One was a nasty-looking boar-like monster with extra-long tusks, and the other was a hyena-looking guy who tried to shoot me with a bow and arrow until I got close enough to blow him up. My new Steel Plates card blocked the few shots he got off before I could get in range to finish him off.

I thought maybe the hyena-looking guy was a person from a race I hadn’t encountered yet, but after I blew him up with my new Elemental Burst spell, I only got one card. I believed that meant he was just a monster. Either way, I was veryyyyyy happy with my new spell. Not only did it explode creatures with fire, but it also froze them, impaled them on shrapnel of stone, and then knocked them over backward with air. The explosion looked beautiful, too, with a glowing cloud of ice and fire expanding rapidly from the center of the blast. Small spikes of stone burst out of the cloud as well.

The explosion itself seemed to generate the wind force that threw the target backward, so I never had to wait for the spell to hit or aim it like I did with Ice Spear. The hyena guy was hit so hard he exploded, froze, and flipped over backward several times before landing again. I could tell something was changing about me in this new world because I frankly found it hilarious and had to stop myself from celebrating in the middle of the wilderness.

The going went slower once I entered the forest itself, because I insisted on cutting down bushes and branches as I went. I gave a hearty thank-you to my Toughness card and the strength bonus from the deer monster card for making it easier to cut through so many nasty shrubs, bushes, and tree branches.

A large number of goblins kept trying to ambush me as I worked, and I actually felt bad about blowing them up because of how easy it was. No matter how many I killed, though, more just kept coming. It was actually more annoying than anything else. I ended up with thirty-one shards for my trouble. I decided not to combine them since it seemed like they might act as a smaller currency for trading.

Several hours into the forest, I stopped cutting a trail when I noticed a sickly green glow beginning to surround me. I looked up from where I had been ruthlessly murdering a small tree and saw the entrance to the dungeon in front of me.

It looked like two trees that had grown together and then apart in the middle, leaving a large opening between the two of them. What might have looked romantic in another light, bathed in the sickly green glow of the dungeon’s entrance, the two trees looked like they were trying to choke each other to death rather than clinging to each other out of affection.

The green glow of the dungeon entrance swirled and seemed to beckon me forward, but I put my head down and just continued clearing a path until I reached the entrance itself.

Then I turned around and hiked out of the forest.

I had underestimated the time it took to get to this dungeon, so instead of continuing on, I hiked back to town and opened up my shop for the few remaining hours of daylight. Nobody came by, but I sat out front and relaxed anyway. It was pleasant.

The next day, I charted the way to the Beaver Dungeon, which was indeed built around a small lake that had formed an hour north of the city. It looked like the beavers had damned up the river, and the lake formed behind it in a small basin. The dungeon entrance was set in the middle of their dam. Unlike at the other dungeons, the beavers could be seen outside their dungeon and were industriously working on their dam here and there. Several more were just frolicking in the lake like cute, oversized, little adorable smooshy smooshy cutesy wootsy babies.

I wasn’t sure if I could ever bring myself to tackle this dungeon. The little guys just seemed so damn cute. I couldn’t imagine myself ruthlessly slaughtering my way through their dam, their cute little bodies dying dramatically all around me. I already felt like enough of an asshole after looting the town. Killing innocent-looking beavers seemed like too much.

Then again, shiny loot and new cards did beckon . . .

A decision for later, I decided.

I still had time left in the day, so I set off toward the Kobold/Orc Dungeon since it was the next closest. As I hiked closer to the mountains, the ground changed quickly from the flat plains around the town to rolling hills that got progressively steeper. I also encountered more monsters, although none caused me problems at this point. I did collect more cards, bringing my total, including the ones from yesterday, to eleven. None of them were particularly useful now that I had a full deck.

As I traveled, I looked for the location of the dungeon. Eargobr had said it was placed in a valley almost directly east of my town. I looked behind me, and even several hours away, the air was so clear I could see the river and my town from here. I was surprised the orcs hadn’t tried to come kill me yet, because my town stood out pretty clearly from the flat ground all around it. Twenty or so buildings, all packed together, set in the middle of an empty plain of grass. It looked very tiny and vulnerable.

I continued on, and as the afternoon approached, I found the valley Eargobr had mentioned. It sat between two large cliffs and was carved out of the mountain directly in front of me. The peak of the mountain must have been ten thousand or more feet above me; it was so high I got vertigo just trying to look for the peak through the clouds above.

I looked back at the valley and saw a party of orcs hiking up the mountain. I quickly dropped to the ground, hoping they hadn’t seen me. I peeked up to check, and it looked like I was in luck; the orcs were trudging north and didn’t seem to be heading my way.

I waited for them to disappear into the distance and then moved forward cautiously. At the entrance to the valley, I saw a large number of tracks coming and going, so it seemed like Eargobr was right: the orcs were farming the dungeon for loot. Should I be doing that with the Undead Dungeon? I didn’t know how the new world economy worked. Was farming a dungeon like having a nine-to-five job now? Clock in, kill some bosses, clock out? That sure made it sound boring to me.

Regardless, I had things to do right now, and they needed doing before those orcs returned or the next shift of dungeon farmers showed up. I activated my Stealth in case any more orcs were waiting inside the valley and then ducked between the narrow walls.

Inside, the valley opened up into a pristine and beautiful vision of nature. A creek ran through the center of the valley and disappeared somewhere in the trees to my left. Trees grew tall and bright—unlike the dour, haunted forest near my home—and wildlife was plentiful. Deer (actual deer, not evil bastard deer men) were in abundance. Birds sang. Insects chirped or did whatever they did—I didn’t really know. We didn’t have a lot of loud insects back home.

It was beautiful, is what I am trying to say. And that beauty was marred by a massive mine entrance on the far side of the valley. A ragged cut was made into the stone, and a red-brown sludge poured out of the cut, down into the trees below the mine. The trees near the mine were all slowly dying from exposure to the sludge.

It was so obviously evil that it felt like I was looking at a nineties cartoon that was trying to raise awareness about the destruction of the rainforest. And it was working—I wanted to go over there and kick some kobold ass right now. Look at this beautiful valley being ruined by their nasty dungeon! The jerks!

Why couldn’t my town have been plopped down in here when the gods cut up the world and randomized it? Water, trees, friendly animals, evil orcs that would have probably killed me already . . . Well, okay, it wasn’t that perfect.

Still, I was a bit jealous.

I scanned the valley to see if any other orcs were around, but I didn’t see any. Maybe that was the last work shift for the day, and the orcs were on their way home to their orc wives and orc children to complain about their workdays down at the ol’ dungeon.

It seemed like this area might be a bit dangerous to return to without being spotted. I released my Stealth and moved further into the valley. A trail had been cut by the industrious orcs, and it led straight toward the entrance of the dungeon, so I followed that until I came to the ragged and ugly cut in the mountain. It swirled with a red and angry-looking energy.

Should I run the dungeon while I seemed to have the clearing to myself? I felt pretty confident in my abilities right now, and none of the monsters in the area had been giving me any challenge at all.

Fuck it—let’s do this. Kobold/Orc Dungeon, here we come!

Also, what were kobolds again? Eargobr hadn’t actually explained that part. Ah well, I’m sure I’ll be fine.
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“Welcome to the Kobold Arena of Deathhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

A very fat and very angry-looking kobold stood above me as he yelled through a megaphone to the hundreds of other kobolds that stood screaming around me. The little kobolds were packed tightly into stands that surrounded a dirt arena that I found myself standing inside.

I looked around in surprise. I had stepped into the dungeon expecting to continue down a tunnel into the mountain, similar to the Undead Dungeon, but instead I found myself transported into the middle of this huge arena, surrounded by screaming little monsters I assumed were the kobolds.

I inspected the little monsters as they jumped, fought, bit, and defecated all around me in the stands of the arena. They seemed bigger than the goblins I had fought before, but they were also skinnier, if that was possible. They had reddish-brown skin and many wore actual crude clothing, whereas the goblins had always been in nothing but loincloths. They also seemed to have scales here and there, as if they might be part lizard.

The large one with the megaphone was five times as wide as the other kobolds but no taller, making him look kind of ridiculous. Like an overfed cat struggling to walk.

“We have our first challenger!” the large one yelled through the megaphone.

I felt like I was reacting a bit strangely to the new situation, because I found myself thinking about how it was that everyone spoke the same language instead of worrying about the hundreds of wild kobolds surrounding me. Did the world just translate everything for everyone? Did kobolds and humans now speak the same language?

“Can the challenger survive ten rounds in the Kobold Arena of Death?” the large kobold asked, egging on the crowd. I definitely saw a number of the kobolds flinging their own feces at each other. Gross.

“The first challenge: the Kobold Killers!”

As the large kobold finished speaking, a gate across from me slowly began to open. Out of it came five kobolds strutting like they were the baddest badasses to ever walk the arena floor. Before they could even finish waving at the crowd—one even started to take down its pants to moon the crowd—I invoked a Fire Bolts and killed all five of them in an explosion of flaming bolts.

The cheers and screams of the crowd cut off abruptly. I smiled up at them as they all stood frozen in surprise and shock. Didn’t expect that, did ya, you little jerks?

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at the comical looks of surprise on hundreds of little kobold faces. I was definitely feeling more confident in this new world, thanks in part to making some new friends, my Mend mental health spell, and some time to adjust to this new reality.

“Uhhh,” the large kobold said through the megaphone. “Okay. Well, challenge number two: the Kobold Cavalry!”

Another gate opened slowly, and out charged five more kobolds riding large boars. Each kobold aimed a long spear at me as they kicked their boars aggressively to get them to charge. They didn’t strut and play to the crowd, probably having seen how I handled their friends, and instead urged their boars to charge me immediately.

My Fire Bolts was back off cooldown, so I invoked it again at the five kobolds on the boars. The bolts went spinning out and slammed into all five of the kobolds, throwing them from their boars and killing them just as quickly as their friends in the last round.

The boars, freed from their riders, immediately turned around and exited the arena without any hesitation.

“Alrighty,” I said to the retreating backs of the boars. “Smart decision, really.”

“Arggghhh!” the huge kobold screamed into his megaphone. “Send in challenge number three: the Crusher!”

This time, when the gate opened, a larger-than-average kobold wearing full plate armor came walking out. He had a large—for a kobold—axe in both hands. He immediately charged toward me. I invoked an Elemental Burst on his ass and he was blown clear back into the doorway he had walked out of.

That was such a sight I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. I thought the fight was over, but a few seconds later, the kobold came cruising out of the doorway, charging toward me. He was clearly using an ability of some kind, except that my Preparedness, my Bookworm, and the slow from my Elemental Burst was still in effect, so it looked like a Tom and Jerry cartoon as he ran. His little legs were pumping like mad, but he was barely moving across the arena. I honestly felt a little bad at the sight. All his poor kobold friends were never going to let him live down the humiliation.

My slow stayed in effect long enough for another Elemental Burst spell, and I invoked it to knock the poor little guy back in an explosion of fire, ice, and stone once again. This time, he stayed down.

The next few rounds continued in the same way: a round of smaller but more numerous enemies, followed by some alternative of them, and then one big bad version. In rounds four, five, and six, I fought the hyena guys I had killed on the plains earlier. Apparently, they were called gnolls.

In rounds seven, eight, and nine, I fought orcs. They were actually a challenge. I had to invoke some of my Time Sense to get off multiple rounds of Fire Bolts to kill the five that charged at me in round seven. Round eight had five more riding what the robust kobold called wargs. During that fight, I had to use even more of my Time Sense and had to activate Haste a couple of times to dodge the charging wargs. The wargs also didn’t retreat after I killed their riders, and I had to fight them as well—which wasn’t too difficult but took a bit more of my Time Sense.

Thankfully, the big bad orc was easier to kill. He was an admittedly badass-looking orc with a huge, woven-together beard that ran down to his belt. He wore plate armor engraved with glowing runes, much like those on my robe, except his glowed a rich brown. Unfortunately for him, my single target control and damage was excellent right now. I slowed him, blew him back, and then blew him up over and over. My slow didn’t last the full duration on him, but comboing with Haste to get the cooldown reduction let me keep reapplying it before he got near me. With the knockback and slow, he never even got to take a swing at me.

The kobolds had long since lost interest in the fights. They were all sitting forlornly in the crowd like kids at a mandatory assembly. They stared at me, the ceiling, or just at the ground in front of them in complete boredom. Some of them were even sleeping.

The announcer kept trying to get the energy level back up, but the crowd wasn’t having it.

“Come on now, kobold brothers! This is the final match. Surely the arena champion can defeat this challenger! Bring out Cromolgur the Destroyer!”

The largest gate of them all opened, and I saw a giant—literally a giant—covered in plate armor. He stomped his way into the arena, and I started to realize what the kobolds must be mining in here. Steel to make all this plate armor, maybe?

The giant was impressive. He was taller than Eargobr, although not as thick in the arms and legs. The giant stood at least twenty feet tall and had large, gangly arms that hung almost down to his knees.

I started with a Haste and Elemental Burst combo and immediately followed up with a Fire Bolts as well, not wanting to underestimate this foe. The giant let out a roar as my Elemental Burst hit, but he wasn’t knocked back in the slightest. I released my Haste spell and began to back away from the giant as my Fire Bolts spun in to strike the monster. The bolts exploded across the giant’s chest but had no noticeable effect on the plate armor covering him from head to toe. That was a bit concerning.

I couldn’t tell if the slow had affected the beast or not. If not, then I was in for a bit of trouble here.

Before I could do anything else, the giant crouched and then leaped into the air. I stared in awe at the sight: a twenty-foot-tall giant, covered in metal, leaping at least fifty feet or more in the air. Then I realized he was leaping right at me, and I activated Haste again and took off at a sprint across the arena.

When the giant landed, I felt the earth shake so hard I lost my footing and face-planted into the dirt of the arena. I turned and looked at the giant and saw he had slammed both of his plate-covered fists into the ground as he landed. A cloud of dust and dirt had been kicked up around him. It was so thick I could barely see the creature when I looked back.

I turned and scrambled to my feet, sweat breaking out on my brow. I waited one more second for my card to come off cooldown and invoked another Elemental Burst at the creature. As I watched, I saw that my card had exploded inside the armor instead of impacting on the outside of the plate. That was a huge benefit, but I wasn’t sure if it would be enough to win this for me.

As the dust settled, steam rose from the joints of the armor. The giant’s helmet and chest armor were a little dented from the inside out where the earth must have struck, but there was no other noticeable effect from my card.

The giant seemed far from cowed. He stood and let out a massive roar—which I couldn’t help but think must have done terrible things to his own hearing if it was echoing around inside that massive plate helm like I imagined it was. Did the poor thing forget he was wearing armor? I shook my head. I sure was gaining a newfound ability to distract myself with stupid thoughts when under stress these days.

I deactivated Haste and re-invoked it quickly, then sped off to the furthest side of the arena, away from the giant. He turned and looked my way and quickly began to dash in my direction.

Now, I’ll admit I had seen some shit in this new world—and the sight of the giant leaping through the sky was up there for fantastical things—but nothing was quite as scary as seeing a massive, twenty-foot-tall giant running full tilt at me, fully intent on squashing me like a bug. I have to admit, I’m pretty sure I peed a little at the sight. It’s hard to say for sure, though, given the sweat I seemed to be exuding from the combination of combat and stress.

I was standing only a few feet from the wall of the arena and had nowhere else to go as the giant rocketed at me. My Elemental Burst came off cooldown, and I invoked another one, but it didn’t slow the creature at all. I watched as the giant approached. He was now moving faster than a modern train, at least, and his shadow fell over me. He was seconds from pummeling me into human paste.

The giant reached his hands out toward me, ready to mash me into a little pile of Jake potatoes, when I finally invoked my remaining Time Sense. The monster froze in midair, mere feet away from crushing me under his massive body, held in place like a wooly mammoth frozen in a glacier.

I quickly ran out of the giant’s path and released my Time Sense.

The arena wall was obliterated. Like, not just destroyed. Not just damaged. Obliterated. Gone. I was pretty sure the wall was made of metal, too, but now it was made of a giant fucking hole with a literal giant stuck through it.

The sound was so loud I had to duck and cover my ears, and they began ringing painfully. The shock wave from the impact knocked me back, and I couldn’t stop myself from being flung to the ground as it crashed over me.

When I finally recovered, I stood up woozily and brushed myself off.

“Is it dead?” I asked the big kobold that was running this whole mess. A good number of kobolds definitely were. Their bodies were strewn around the impact site and at least fifty feet or more up the arena steps where the giant had hit the wall.

I realized I could barely hear myself speaking, and the large kobold above was staring in shock at the destruction caused by the giant’s crash.

“Hey!” I called up to him as loud as I could. “Is it dead or what?”

The fat kobold looked down at me, his mouth open in an expression of complete surprise at what had happened.

He picked up his megaphone from where he had dropped it and yelled back at me, “What?”

“Is. It. Dead?” I yelled back slowly, gesturing at the giant.

The kobold seemed to consult some internal gauge that must help him run the arena. “Uhh,” it yelled into the megaphone. “It is apparently still alive!”

In surprise, I raised an eyebrow at the kobold and looked over at the giant. “It doesn’t look like it’s getting up anytime soon . . .”

The kobold seemed to consult his internal gauge again. “Okay, okay. The challenger is declared the winner,” he said into his megaphone in disappointment.

I smiled and waved at the crowd of morose-looking kobolds. They stared at me sullenly in return. Well, sorry for not putting on more of a show. The orcs must have made it more of a bloodbath or something every time they came here. They probably loved fighting toe to toe with the monsters.

After the big kobold announced me as the winner, a chest appeared in the center of the arena. I walked over and opened it without any hesitation. I had definitely earned this one. That was a lot closer than I had been expecting at the end there.

Inside was a metal plate helm with a fancy-looking crest above it, like an ancient Roman helmet. I also saw one card in the chest. I reached down and grabbed them both, then inspected them.

Helm of Resistance

Uncommon Power

Grants the wearer passive physical damage reduction from all types of physical damage.
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The helm seemed useful, but when I put it on, my vision was so restricted I couldn’t see myself ever actually using it. I could barely see anything except a narrow strip directly in front of me. How disappointing.

The card was a bit more useful.

Endurance

Level 1

Uncommon Power

Work all day. Party all night.

A passive ability that grants the possessor of this card significantly increased stamina when performing any physical activity.
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It wasn’t directly useful in my combat deck, but it was very useful in my utility deck since it would synergize well with my other physical cards and let me get more work done around town.

Looking back up at the crowd, I could see the kobolds slowly exiting the arena now that the show was over. The giant was still unmoving where he was wedged deep inside the wall of the arena. The fat kobold was staring into space resignedly.

I turned and saw that one of the gates behind me was open. It had the swirling energy that indicated the exit for the dungeon. Giving one last look over the kobolds, I left the dungeon.

Outside, it was night and the valley looked even more gorgeous. A large moon hung over the valley, illuminating the trees and making the creek sparkle like a painting. I once again felt jealous that my town hadn’t been placed here instead of in the middle of nowhere.

Shrugging, I scanned the valley for any signs of orcs. Seeing none, I set off back home.

I made it home with no problems (meaning only a few night monsters bothered me and I collected four more cards from their corpses), ate a late dinner, and fell into bed, thinking about the fights in the kobold arena.

The next morning, I unloaded the helm into my magical goods section. I also went over to the checkout counter and lifted the glass cover that protected the area where people put their goods when checking out. We normally put fliers, advertisements, and recall notices under the glass so people checking out could read them easily. I pulled out all of that and instead organized my cards under the glass. I also grabbed a large bowl from the back and put all my shards in it, then placed that on the counter as well.

I stood back and admired the setup. Now anyone checking out could see my cards easily when they stood in front of the checkout counter. It was a small thing, but I was really enjoying organizing the store more than I had before when I was just a poorly paid employee here. Before, if my boss had asked me to do something like this, I would have silently groaned and done it as slowly as I could get away with, but now that I was apparently a store owner myself, it was way more fun. Go figure.

Then I watered and Mended my plants and set out for the glass spider dungeon. After hiking south, I could see the skyscraper in the distance. It looked like a very long building, and as I got closer, I could see the skyscraper lying sideways on the ground. The skyscraper stretched sideways for at least a football field’s length or longer. It was disturbing to see it laid out on the ground like it was.

As I approached, I could see a silver energy shining from one end of the skyscraper. I hiked over to that side of the building to take a look. When I got there, I saw that the skyscraper was buried about a third of the way into the ground. The entrance to the dungeon was inside the doorway that originally led onto the roof. It was also facing downward toward the ground, although I could easily reach up and grab the door to boost myself up into the dungeon if I wanted to. But that meant people challenging the dungeon would be moving through the old skyscraper sideways the entire time. And fighting glass spiders? No thank you. Not unless I really wanted a challenge.

Backing away, I turned and hiked back to town. The only monsters that bothered to attack me were a pair of curious lion-looking hybrids that had snake faces and lion bodies. They didn’t even try to sneak up on me, just popped up from a patch of tall grass and began charging me. I took care of them with no issue and collected two more cards.

Back home, I pulled out some of the highest-quality paper I had looted, opened up shop, and spent the rest of the day drawing up smaller versions of my map. I labeled all of the dungeons and made notes on how to find them and what to expect inside. I then rolled up the smaller maps, rubber-banded them, and put them on the counter opposite the bowl of shards. A sign in front of them read Local Dungeon Maps—10 Cards!

I had no new visitors for the rest of the day, but Queen Silverbolt and her posse did stop by before closing and told me about their triumph over the Undead Dungeon. We chatted for a while, and then I convinced her to buy one of the new maps. She managed to talk me down to seven cards for the map. It was less than the asking price, but I considered it a bargain since she was a queen and I was new to this whole shopkeeper thing.

After closing up, I counted up all the cards I had collected for exploring the area and my sale of the map. I was up to twenty-nine cards and thirty-two shards now. Should I upgrade some more of my cards?

I really wanted to upgrade my Elemental Burst since it was my main tool of destruction right now. It was already powerful at level one. I could only imagine what would happen as it got higher level.

After pulling out the cards I had just painstakingly laid out under the glass, I converted ten of the goblin shards into a card and held thirty cards in my hand. This was enough to increase my Elemental Burst card to level three. I held the thirty cards and my Elemental Burst card together and pushed them to merge. In a flash, I looked down and saw my Elemental Burst had been upgraded.

“Sweet!” I said, examining the card.

Elemental Burst

Level 3

Rare Power

Ultimate Evolution

Fire burns, ice slows, earth pierces, and wind disrupts. Together, their powers combine to seriously blow shit up.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a burst of elemental destruction once every ten seconds. This burst does a high amount of damage, slows, pierces, and knocks back one target.

Well, the description hadn’t changed, which was disappointing, but I assumed it got even more destructive. It was a bit hard to tell, though, because not much survived the card at my current level. Was it only going to continue to scale, or if I got it high enough, would it gain new functions like the elf had mentioned? It was hard to know how all of this still worked even after weeks in this new world.

The next few days passed in a bit of a blur. Queen Silverbolt stuck around for another day and we had a nice lunch in the garden before they set out for another dungeon dive. She said they were going to tackle the arena since I was able to give them so much information about it. I wished them luck.

On the second day, I was surprised to find another visitor to town entering my store as I was sweeping and tidying up. I turned at the sound of the bell—which I had forgiven for its earlier attempts to get me killed—and saw a very tall, very orange lizard person.

“Hello,” I said, smiling at it. “Welcome to my store.”

The lizard person nodded in response but continued to glance around the store without moving.

I walked over to the counter and put down the broom I had been using. “Can I help you find anything? Feel free to browse,” I said, gesturing around the store.

The lizard person nodded at me silently and then began to browse the store. It wore a fine robe, and I saw a wand of some kind on a leather belt it wore over the robe. It also sported a medium-sized leather backpack, a rope, a pot, and other supplies strapped around the outside of the backpack. A real adventurer, it seemed.

The lizard person browsed for a good half hour or more before coming to the counter empty-handed.

“Human,” it said, finally speaking. It had a musical and high-pitched voice. I could imagine it being a famous singer on past Earth.

“Yes?” I said after the lizard person didn’t continue.

“You are a human?” it asked, seemingly skeptical.

“Yes,” I said, nodding and trying to appear friendly. “I assure you I am a hundred percent human.”

“Hmm,” it said and continued to stare at me.

I raised my eyebrows at it and waited for it to speak.

“You own this town?” it finally asked in its musical voice.

“That’s what I’m told,” I said.

It seemed to make up its mind about something and reached down and lifted up one of my maps. “Then I would like to rent a room and buy this map of your local dungeons,” it said, holding up the map.

“Sure.” I nodded. “The map is ten cards, and I can rent you your own apartment for three cards a week.”

“Agreeable.” The lizard person pulled out a deck of cards and handed them to me.

This was my favorite part of being a shopkeeper in this new world. Seeing another species’ deck revealed a lot about them. It turned out this lizard was really into fire-based cards. Did its entire race love fire? Or was this just a fire-loving lizard?

Either way, almost every card in its deck was related to fire in some way. Fire Breath, Fire Bolt (a single-target version of my AOE card), Internal Fire (kept you warm), Fire Detection (sensed sources of heat for a mile around you), and so on. Fire Breath was interesting but had a much smaller range than my current AOE spell, although it seemed capable of burning an unlimited number of targets if they were in front of you.

I didn’t find any that were particularly helpful for my main deck, which wasn’t surprising since they were all common cards, but I did grab Internal Fire for my utility deck in case I needed to keep warm when in a dungeon or traveling the world. For the rest of the cards, I just grabbed a mix that seemed like they might sell well.

After that, I showed the lizard person to an apartment on the opposite side of town from the gnomes and wished it well.

The next day, I had another surprise when a group of five orcs entered the shop. I immediately worried they were there because they found out I ran “their” dungeon. The orcs were the same height as a typical human, but they were much more muscular and had gray skin. Large tusks protruded from their mouths. They also had more pronounced foreheads than humans. Sort of like gray-skinned Neanderthals with tusks.

Instead of being there to kill me for invading their land, the orcs grunted at me in what I assumed was a greeting and then browsed the store. When one of them picked up the helm I had gotten from the dungeon, I had another moment of worry, but it didn’t seem to react negatively, so I forced myself to relax.

I didn’t know if I could handle the orcs, but even if I could, I sure didn’t want to fight in my store. I would probably blow up most of the building and all of my merchandise.

After a while, the orc that had inspected the helm brought it up to the counter. I smiled at him as he approached and placed the helm down in front of me.

“How much?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

I pretended to think for a second and then replied, “Ten cards.”

The orc grunted, and after a second, he replied, “Six.”

“Eight,” I replied, trying to be equally deadpan.

The orc grunted again—apparently this one was a grunt of agreement—and handed me his deck.

I browsed the cards and saw that most of them were melee-oriented, involved enhancing the use of armor or shields, or were survival-based, such as a Tracking card, a Hunting card, and such. The one thing that stood out to me as useful was my first look at a crafting card.

Weaponcrafting

Level 1

Common Power

Stoke the flames. Pound the iron. War is eternal!

Grants the possessor of this card enhanced knowledge of weaponcrafting techniques and a passive bonus to crafted weapons.
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I grabbed that one, considering it was the first crafting card I had encountered, although I didn’t think I’d be using it myself since I didn’t really use weapons with my current deck. I also grabbed the survival-based cards and a couple of armor-enhancing ones.

After I returned the deck, the orc grunted at his companions and they all left the store together. Did I need to worry about them stealing? Or was that being racist against orcs since it hadn’t occurred to me to worry about anyone else stealing before? Orcs did seem kind of sketchy, though.

I laid out the cards under the glass next to the lizard’s cards, and before I could finish, I heard a loud commotion outside. I ran quickly over to the front door and saw the orcs surrounding the lizard person in the middle of the street. They seemed to be arguing.

I opened the door and stepped outside to see what was going on.

“Carrion breath,” one of the orcs said to the lizard, “why aren’t you eating rotting corpses in the desert where your people belong?”

The lizard person was glaring at the orcs but didn’t respond.

The orc that spoke drew a long sword from a sheath on his belt. “Maybe we should send you back home, eh, egg-layer?”

In so saying, the orc stepped forward and thrust his sword at the belly of the lizard person.

I immediately used Time Sense and froze everyone in place. I then ran forward and dragged the lizard person backward several feet. I unfroze time and watched as the orc lunged forward, overextending when he didn’t connect with the lizard like he expected. He had to catch himself before face-planting in the street.

“Hey!” I yelled. “No fighting in my town!”

The lizard was readying a spell and seemed shocked to find itself moved out of position. The other orcs also seemed shocked at the change.

“Do not fight here or there will be consequences!” I yelled at the orcs again.

The orcs exchanged glances, clearly puzzled by what had happened. The orc with his sword drawn glared at me with narrowed eyes, but I glared right back. Now that we weren’t in my store, I would have no problem killing the lot of them if needed.

One of the orcs standing behind the one with the sword grunted. Apparently, that was a signal for them to leave, because they all turned as one and walked away. I watched them in silence until they left.

“I did not need you to do that,” the lizard person said.

I turned to look at it. “I know, but a friend of mine said I can’t let them get away with that sort of thing or they would take it as a sign of weakness. I had to keep order in my town.”

The lizard person gave a faint smile at that. “My name is Ichzzb’inor,” it said, extending a hand for me to shake. “I wish your town prosperity and thank you for your hospitality, human.”

I shook its hand and smiled back. “No problem. Just doing my job around here.” 
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“You let the orc live?” Eargobr said in outrage.

“Yes . . .” I said slowly. “But I stopped the fight like you said. It should be fine, right?”

“No!” he replied. “I told you to kill one of them if they started anything, not just break up the fight!”

“You did?” I said, confused. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t say that.”

Eargobr slapped his forehead with one of his large, meaty hands. “Shopkeep Jake,” he said, speaking slowly, “orcs take anything less than death as a show of weakness. They purposefully try to test the boundaries of places they visit to see if the people are weak or not. The orcs were testing you!”

“But you said orcs were generally honorable.”

“Yes,” Eargobr replied, “but their concept of honor only applies between equals. If they think you are weak, then you are prey and have no honor. Cowdung, this is bad . . .”

“Why is it bad?” I asked, feeling a growing sense of panic. “Are they going to attack my town?”

Eargobr thought for a moment. “They must have realized you were a spell-focused deck user since you sold that helm to them and were wearing robes. They will likely come in force and challenge you for ownership of the town. They’ll know you could kill a lot of them with your spell cards—probably more than they would be willing to lose for your small town—so single combat to decide the matter will be offered. If you don’t battle their strongest shaman in single combat, they will overrun the town and burn it to the ground no matter the losses they may suffer.”

“No . . .” I said, definitely feeling a full-on panic attack coming on.

“And if you show up alone,” he said, “they may just decide to kill you anyway.”

“What do you mean alone?” I said, my voice rising. “How else am I supposed to show up?”

Eargobr made a thoughtful sound deep in his throat and didn’t reply. “Well,” he said eventually, “I will stand with you, friend Jake. That will carry some weight. But you should talk to the gnomes and see if they would help as well. And the lizard, too.”

He and I were speaking in my backyard over another shared lunch. Queen Silverbolt hadn’t returned with her bodyguards yet. The lizard person was still around.

I stood quickly, my lunch unfinished, and went to find the lizard person before it could disappear.

“When will they come?” I asked Eargobr as I hurried toward the door into my shop.

He shrugged at me.

“Bah,” I said, “you should have told me I had to kill one of them!”

He looked at me grimly. I ignored him and took off through the store.

I found Ichzzb’inor sitting in a lotus position in the middle of the road, basking in the lunchtime sun. As I approached, it opened its eyes and looked at me.

“Uhhh . . .” I said hesitantly. “Apparently, I was supposed to kill that orc that threatened you and now they are coming to wipe out the town because I appeared weak to them and can you help stand with me if they come? You won’t have to do anything. Hopefully they will just challenge me in single combat, but it would be helpful to show that the town had some defenders and, uhhh . . . yeah . . .”

I realized I was rambling and shut up abruptly.

“Yes,” Ichzzb’inor replied after a moment.

I waited for more, but Ichzzb’inor didn’t say anything else.

“Oh, okay,” I said lamely. “Thank you.”

“You were attempting to assist me,” it said, “even though you did not need to do so. This has caused you problems. I will assist to even the shade between us.”

“Uhh . . . okay, thank you,” I said. “I appreciate it. We aren’t sure when they will come, so can you stick around town for a bit?”

The lizard nodded and closed its eyes again, returning to its meditation or sunbathing or whatever it was doing.

“Okay, uhhh . . . great, thank you,” I said, backing away.

I went back to Eargobr, who was still eating his leaves and grass in the privacy of my backyard. I told him that Ichzzb’inor was willing to help and he remarked that she was an honorable creature and so he wasn’t surprised.

“She?” I asked. “How can you tell?”

“The frills on her head are very feminine and beautiful,” he replied as he crunched through an entire branch.

“Okay,” I said, eyeing him. I decided to leave that alone. I had enough to deal with currently.

The next two days passed with no sign of orcs, but I was getting more and more nervous. I couldn’t help but picture an army of a thousand orcs sacking my town. I felt relatively powerful against a small number of enemies, thanks to my cards, but I had nothing in my arsenal that could handle such large numbers. And they had been farming their dungeon nonstop as well, so they were likely pretty powerful. And their shaman might be especially powerful, although I felt it wouldn’t have a way to expect my unique card combos—I hoped.

Finally, the gnomes returned to town, and Queen Silverbolt indicated they were happy to stand with me. She was sporting a new sword on her hip that glowed a vibrant purple. It looked dangerous.

The next day, Queen Silverbolt came to my shop in the early morning to warn me that one of her bodyguards had seen the orc army approaching. My stomach dropped, and I had a sudden urge to use the bathroom, but I pushed down the feeling and followed her out of my store.

As I left, I hung the closed sign but left the gate open. I would—hopefully—be back soon.

The other gnomes had gathered Eargobr and Ichzzb’inor and were leading them down the street toward us. I gave a faint smile toward them, sure I wasn’t convincing anyone. As they came up to where Queen Silverbolt and I were standing, the other gnomes came out and stood with us. I looked over my little army and felt an immense gratitude for these strangers who were willing to stand with me.

I opened my mouth to try to say something mushy and stupid about how much their help meant to me when I heard a voice behind me.

“Your garden is very impressive,” the voice said.

I turned quickly in surprise and saw the elf who had helped me earlier. He was walking between the two buildings that led to my garden. Behind him were the other elves who had been traveling with him.

“You . . .” I said in shock. “What are you doing here?”

He smiled at me and bowed slightly. “We elves are tied deeply to the winds of fate. We have a sense for where we may be needed. I hear you may need some friends to stand with you today, yes?”

I nodded dumbly. My mind spun at their appearance. “Wait,” I said, “so is fate real then?”

The elf laughed and shook his head. “No. Fate is a made-up concept used to give comfort to people who need to feel that something is protecting and guiding them to where they need to be.”

“But . . .” I replied.

“And it is also completely real and we elves are deeply tied to it,” he said before I could finish.

“Are you messing with me? Right now with an orc army about to murder me and burn my town down?”

The elf laughed. “No, shopkeep. I am completely serious.”

“Okay . . .”

“Anyway!” Eargobr said, interrupting us. “We should go meet the orcs before they get to the town and decide to start burning things.”

Everyone agreed, so we began to walk toward the approaching army. The elf, whom I had never been formally introduced to, finally told me his name as we walked. He was, of course, a prince and explained that he had been sent here much like Queen Silverbolt with his house bodyguards to explore the newly transitioned world. His name was Prince Andrathath Gentlebough.

As we walked, the elves all drew elegant swords or bows. Eargobr swung his giant axe back and forth a few times. Ichzzb’inor was tossing a ball of fire between one hand and the other. And most surprising of all, when I looked over at the gnomes, one of them had transformed into a mechanical mech that was almost as big as Eargobr.

“What the—” I said when I caught sight of the mech.

Queen Silverbolt gave me a fierce smile. “These orcs have no idea who they are messing with,” she said, unholstering her new, glowing purple sword. The other gnomes all pulled out what looked like ray guns and readied them. I suddenly felt a little better about our odds.

I turned to look over the approaching orcs and saw that there were about a hundred or more of them instead of the thousands I had worried might come. I turned to Eargobr and asked him why there weren’t more of them.

“Orcs are one of the newer races to be transitioned,” he explained, “so while they send a lot of their people to a new world like Earth, they don’t have much of a population to spare. So this is probably the majority of their warriors that have made the transition to Earth this time.”

“The newer races are desperate for power,” Prince Andrathath said, “and so send more of their people. The more settled races learn to send fewer, but better-trained, individuals.”

We walked in silence for a few moments before another question occurred to me. “Are they all going to be extremely strong since they have been farming their dungeon nonstop?”

Queen Silverbolt chimed in to answer. “No, low-level dungeons like this can only be farmed a few times a day, so while they may have a few very strong individuals—or have gear spread out amongst them—they won’t be noticeably stronger than average.”

“Dungeons can only be farmed a few times a day?” I asked in surprise.

Queen Silverbolt looked at Eargobr reproachfully. “I thought you were the one explaining all this to him,” she said to Eargobr.

He shrugged at her and looked a little embarrassed. “I’ve been busy . . .” he muttered in reply.

Queen Silverbolt gave him an even more reproachful look, and he glanced away to avoid her gaze.

The orc army and our group eventually stopped about a hundred feet apart and stared at each other. Even though I was feeling a bit better now that I had allies on my side, it was still quite intimidating to be staring at a hundred very angry and very big orcs. They all wore various kinds of armor and were fingering large axes, swords, and maces, with bloody violence obviously on their minds.

A group of four orcs broke off from the pack and began to walk toward us.

“Come,” Eargobr said, “we parley first.”

I walked forward with him and was joined by Queen Silverbolt and Prince Andrathath. We walked forward until we met the other party in the middle of the two forces.

The orc group had one orc in full plate armor that was engraved with magical runes. He looked powerful. The second orc was wearing a set of robes made from animal skins. He looked very primal and fierce. He wore a crown of sharp teeth around his head. The last two orcs appeared to be bodyguards of some kind.

As we stood there, the orc in full plate armor reached up and took off his helm to address us. “We come to claim this territory as ours by right of conquest,” the orc said in a deep, gravelly voice. “Do you yield to our might?”

My companions all looked at me. I swallowed nervously and replied, “No.”

The orc nodded as if he expected no less. “Do you claim this land as yours?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I replied, trying not to sound as nervous as I felt.

“We challenge you.” He grinned. His tusks looked even more vicious when he smiled.

“Terms?” asked Eargobr.

Looking at Eargobr, the orc in plate mail said, “We win, this entire area is ours, your town is ours, and you all are banished from this area for ten years. Name your terms.”

Eargobr looked to me. He hadn’t told me I had to come up with terms!

My mind whirled. I didn’t really want whatever town they were building in the mountains. A town of orcs just seemed like a headache waiting to kill me.

“Uhhh . . .” I said, smooth as always. “If we win, the area from the foot of the mountains to the forest behind us is ours. I also want free and unmolested passage to your dungeon for me and anyone from my town.”

The orc in plate armor thought for a second. “Agreed,” he said and clapped his helm back on his head.

The orc in the robes then stepped forward. “Single combat,” he said, “to the death. Prepare yourself.”

I swallowed the urge to vomit all over the ground, which would completely embarrass me in front of my new friends, and nodded at the shaman orc.

The other orcs all turned and began to walk back to their army. My companions also turned and began to walk back to where everyone else stood. They all said something encouraging before they left, but I didn’t really hear them.

I stared at the shaman in front of me. He stared right back. I was confident I could handle a single person, but this shaman was bound to have something up his sleeve. Should I open with a full combo, burning all of my Time Sense? What if he had some way to resist my spells and I used everything at once for nothing?

I also wasn’t sure how this was supposed to start. Eargobr hadn’t told me! Did we just start killing each other? Was it like an old western movie where we just drew on each other?

I continued to wait and the shaman in front of me continued to stare at me. Suddenly, I felt a build-up of power from the shaman. I immediately activated Haste and leaped sideways. Where I had been standing, a sharp piece of stone thrust up from the ground. If I hadn’t sensed something, I would have been impaled.

I continued to run sideways and invoked an Elemental Burst and Fire Bolts combo at him. The shaman didn’t try to dodge. Instead, my Elemental Burst fizzled out and seemed to be sucked into a necklace hanging down in front of the shaman’s robe. My Fire Bolts spun through the air and were also sucked into the amulet. The shaman grinned in anticipation when he saw the surprise on my face.

I continued to strafe sideways and the shaman summoned shards of rock and sent them flying at me. I managed to dodge each shard, but I was wasting my Haste time.

I continued to dodge until my Elemental Burst came off cooldown and tried invoking it again on the shaman to see if his amulet had weakened at all. When it, too, was absorbed, I knew I had to come up with a different plan. There was no telling how many spells the amulet could absorb.

The shaman, done playing with me, began to summon even more energy around him. The energy I could feel from him climaxed, and a hand began to rise from the ground next to him. The hand pushed against the ground and an entire rock monster leveraged itself out of the earth. The rock monster was as big as Eargobr and made from solid stone. Totally unfair!

I changed from dodging sideways and began to run straight at the shaman. I could see a mild look of surprise on the shaman’s face at my change in direction. He probably expected me to try to keep even more distance between us now that he had his rock monster companion, which was why I did the opposite. I ran extremely quickly with my Boots of Agility and my Haste active. The shaman prepared to invoke another card, and the giant rock monster began to turn to intercept me.

Using a trick I had recently learned in the arena, I ran between the shaman and the rock monster. The rock monster, not being particularly intelligent, swung a huge fist at me.

I immediately activated Time Sense and froze time. I continued to run and then released Time Sense after just a second. The rock monster continued its swing, but I was no longer in front of it. Instead, the monster’s fist slammed into the shaman, throwing him backward to the ground.

I grinned fiercely and ran straight at the downed shaman. The rock monster, uncaring, started toward me again. I stopped directly on top of the shaman, who was trying to pick himself up from the ground. I smiled down at him and he looked up at me in confusion. I froze time again, and while everything was frozen, I reached down and grabbed the amulet from around the orc’s neck. I slid it up and over his ugly head, moved a few steps to the side, and unfroze time.

The rock monster’s fist, which had been about to slam into the back of my head, instead slammed down into the orc on the ground with the solid sound of rock impacting flesh.

The orc cried out in anger and pain as the rock monster lifted its fist. The orc shaman wasn’t out of the fight yet, but he had to have some serious internal damage from that blow.

I felt the orc dismiss the rock monster with a thought, and the shaman turned to look at me as he got up on one knee. As he did, I let the amulet hang downward in the palm of my hand. The orc looked down at my hand and realized I had his amulet. The look of shock on his face was extremely satisfying. Yeah, who has the upper hand now, jerk?

He immediately tried to cast a spell, and I activated Time Sense again, invoked Elemental Burst and Fire Bolts, released Time Sense for just a split second before re-invoking it, waited for the cooldown, and used that combo to cast all of my remaining Elemental Bursts and Fire Bolts at once. When I released Time Sense, with all of my combos invoked, the shaman exploded in a maelstrom of fire, ice, earth, and wind. His body was blown so far backward by the blasts of air that he landed right in front of the army of orcs. Well, parts of him did. Other parts flew even further and I was pretty sure I saw an arm and leg go sailing over the army entirely.

My Fire Bolts didn’t even have a chance to connect and fizzled out before they could find the shaman’s body.

I grinned fiercely and looked back at my companions. They were cheering and running toward me in celebration. The combination of Eargobr and the huge mech almost made me lose my balance, and when they got to me, Eargobr grabbed me in a massive hug and spun me around until I saw stars. When he put me down, the rest of my companions began patting me on the back and congratulating me.

Surrounded by a circle of friends, I felt a huge amount of gratitude for all of them. In my old life, I had drifted away from most of my friends after college. The friends I had who’d stayed in town I avoided mostly because I didn’t know how to connect with them anymore and because I just didn’t feel up to being social after my mom passed away. I had just slowly drifted further and further apart from others until it felt too awkward to try to reconnect with anyone.

In this world, although it was dangerous and crazy, it was nice to feel a sense of companionship with others again. I felt my eyes tear up as my friends continued to congratulate me and celebrate my victory.

As we stood there, the orc in full plate approached with his two bodyguards. He nodded respectfully to me and my companions.

“You have won,” he declared. “We will abide by the terms of our bargain. Congratulations, shopkeep.”

I nodded at him and tried to contain the smile I knew was spreading across my face. “Thank you.”

He nodded abruptly and turned away. The other orcs began to turn and walk away as well.

“Does that mean we won’t have to worry about them any longer?” I asked my companions.

Eargobr laughed. “Oh no, they are still going to make all kinds of problems. Orcs are very volatile neighbors. Just kill the next one that makes trouble in your town, eh? Save us all this trouble!”
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As soon as we got back to town, I broke out the stash of liquor I had been saving and we had a huge party in my backyard. When things got dark, Prince Andrathath summoned green wisps that danced and frolicked around the garden and made the night even more magical.

I woke up the next morning with a killer hangover. I was thankfully asleep in my bed in the back of the shop, although I had no memory of how I had gotten there. I opened my bleary eyes and looked around my shop. I could see some of the gnomes asleep in various boxes and bins around me. Ichzzb’inor was curled up on a blanket near the door. I couldn’t see the elves or Eargobr, but I was pretty sure I could hear Eargobr snoring in the back garden, even through the wall of my shop.

I groaned and tried to stand but had to stop when I felt close to losing whatever was left in my stomach from last night. I invoked Mend as I lay back down and let the soothing energy course over me.

I couldn’t remember everything from last night, but I had flashes of memory as I thought back over what happened. At some point, I found myself laying my head in Queen Silverbolt’s lap as she stroked my forehead with her tiny hand. I think I had been crying. That was embarrassing . . .

I also remembered challenging Eargobr to an arm-wrestling contest, which inevitably ended with me flung across the garden. I had even equipped my Strength card, but it had done no good since I still weighed almost nothing compared to the large minotaur. I remembered sharing stories of my past life and hearing from the others about their home planets and what it was like being trained to travel here to Earth.

I tried to sit up again and found my Mend was helping, but I still had a pounding headache and my mouth was extremely dry. I stumbled my way to the bathroom and cleaned myself up with another Mend before carefully making my way out to the back garden.

There, I found the elves sitting in my chairs, sipping what looked like tea. Eargobr was sleeping in the middle of the garden, snoring up a storm. I groggily made my way over to the elves and plopped down in a free chair next to them.

“How are you this morning?” Prince Andrathath asked me with a bit of a smile on his face.

I groaned in response.

His smile grew. “I’d suggest another Mend if you have one. Hangovers can sometimes take more than one to recover from.”

I looked at him with one eye closed. I had seen a Mend stitch my arm back together in a matter of seconds, but the first Mend had definitely not cured my hangover.

I decided he hadn’t steered me wrong yet, though, so I invoked my last Mend for the day. I did feel better after the card took effect.

“Better?” Prince Andrathath asked.

I nodded at him, a little more clear-eyed.

He stood and gestured for me to stand as well. I gave him a skeptical look.

“Come,” he said. “Your garden is ready to be harvested. There is nothing more soothing than working the land to help one recover. And we have things we should discuss.”

I reluctantly stood and followed him into the garden. I was surprised to see that he was correct; the garden was ready to harvest. It hadn’t been very long at all and I was pretty sure gardens took months or more to become ripe, but my constant Mends must have been helping a lot.

“Do not overharvest,” Prince Andrathath explained as he led me around the garden. “Just take what you need for your meals. The earth will preserve the rest until you are ready to partake.”

I nodded again. I had been thinking I would just harvest everything and stick it in the store, but I realized that had been the way of the old world, where everyone had a refrigerator or freezer to keep things fresh. Here, most of the food would go to waste in a week if I harvested everything at once. It made sense to wait on harvesting, but without Prince Andrathath, I might not have realized it until I wasted an entire harvest.

I thanked him and knelt where he was kneeling to help him pull some snap peas.

We moved through the garden together and I waited patiently for him to bring up whatever he wanted to discuss with me.

“Tell me,” he started, “have you shown your deck to anyone other than me?”

I shook my head as I pulled up a carrot and inspected it.

“That is good.” He peered at me closely and I felt awkward under his gaze. “You have a remarkable power. But it does not make you invulnerable.”

I nodded for him to continue.

“You used it well in your fight with the orc,” he continued, “and I don’t believe that the watching orcs figured out what you did.”

I hadn’t even thought about that. I kept missing so many obvious things in this world.

“Indeed,” he said, seeing the realization hit, “if those orcs had realized you had a card as powerful as yours, they would have likely attacked to get it, no matter the bargain you had struck. But you were very clever about how you used it, and how you won could have been explained by a high-level speed card. So I believe none of the orcs realized what was truly happening.”

“I hadn’t really been trying to be clever . . .” I started to say.

He gave a gentle laugh. “Being clever is not a matter of trying. It is who you are. Do not fret about that.”

“Okay . . .” I said.

We moved to another part of the garden where I was growing some squash. Prince Andrathath inspected the squash as I watched.

“The thing about powers like yours,” he continued, “is that people become reliant on them. And when they are countered . . . they die.” He bent down and selected a squash to harvest. “You are not alone in possessing a legendary card, you understand?”

I nodded in reply.

“Not only that, but there are a number of cards that would stop you from using your card. And by the time you found out, it would be too late.”

“Can you give me an idea of what kinds of cards could do that? I really have no idea of what other kinds of cards are out there still.”

“The orc in the plate armor, yes? He likely had an Anti-Magic Zone card or something equivalent. It creates a zone around him in which no spell can be activated. You would not know until he activated it near you and your card would not work. The strongest melee decks often contain such a counter to magical cards. Other cards, such as a high-level counterspell, could activate automatically to dismiss any card that constrained the possessor of the card. A low-level counterspell card used by a skilled opponent may even be able to activate it in time to counter your card. Many spell-focused card decks carry such protections.”

“Ah,” I said, “that makes sense.”

He smiled at me as we continued around the garden. My hangover was evaporating quickly with the double Mend cards and the gentle work in the garden, just as Prince Andrathath had predicted.

“What do you suggest I do, then?” I asked him.

“That is the question, yes?” he said. He was being much more serious than the first time I had met him, so I was listening closely to his advice. “You have a choice. You can focus more and more on a spell-based deck. You can rise to the pinnacle of the spell deck power curve. And overall, no matter what you do, I suggest you continue down that path to an extent. But your first dungeon should have given you a clue about the danger of specializing so completely, yes?”

I thought back to the way the Undead Dungeon had a boss designed to counter a single card deck on each level of the dungeon. “Yeah, although I didn’t realize it was trying to teach me something.”

“Yes,” Prince Andrathath said, “the starting dungeons are generally designed to teach natives the rules of the world they find themselves in. You likely have a dungeon full of traps nearby? And one for melee combat? You will find another that is more spell-focused to show you the kinds of spell cards that exist out there.”

“That makes sense,” I replied.

“So,” he continued, “you can choose to specialize exclusively in spell cards. Your power will be immense. But as soon as you are countered, you are useless. That is the danger in that kind of deck. The other option is to diversify your deck. Wield both physical and magical attacks. Enhance your body and have spell cards at the ready. The danger to this, though, is that you become too much of a generalist. You are okay at everything, but when you encounter a specialist of either body or spell, they will defeat you.”

I waited for him to continue.

“So what is the solution?” he asked me.

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Huh? I thought you were going to tell me!”

He laughed and stood up with several tomatoes in hand. “Come, let me make you a fresh salad to start your day off right.”

We went back to the table, where the other elves had laid out a bowl and knife for Prince Andrathath. He began cutting up the fresh vegetables from my garden as he continued talking.

“My suggestion,” he said, “is that you train.”

“Train?”

“Yes.” He looked me in the eye. “These cards, they are shortcuts. They are handy and are an easy way to gain power. But they are not a substitute for actual skill. A warrior that equips a sword card may be able to perform a devastating strike, but a warrior that is truly trained in the sword will dance around such a card-warrior like a leaf in the wind. There is no comparison.

“In the same way, a user of magic cards can be very powerful. But if you truly come to harness the power behind the cards, then you will be able to dance around another card user who relies only on the powers of the card.”

“I have experienced some of that.” I told him about the times I had pushed my cards to do certain things they hadn’t wanted to do.

He gestured to the garden around us. “That is clear,” he said with a smile, “and that is why I am here.”

“You will train me?”

“If you want, I will help you train. But! Beware, you will train in both mind and body. The two are linked. You must be able to sense the power behind the cards but also sense the power of the body. The two are intertwined.”

“So . . .” I said. “You’re saying you are gonna teach me how to fight with a sword?”

He laughed. “Yes, the sword is my preferred weapon, although it may not end up being yours. We will train with that to help you learn the strength of your body.”

“Awesome!” I said, grinning. I had felt a little let down that I had been thrown into a world full of magic and wouldn’t get to use a magic sword.

My shout woke Eargobr, who sat up with a snort. He looked over at me and the elves sitting at the table and immediately groaned and lay back down. Prince Andrathath stood and brought the squash he had harvested over to Eargobr.

“This will help,” he said, placing the squash down by Eargobr’s head. Eargobr rolled over and stuffed the entire thing into his mouth, mumbling something that sounded like a thank-you.

After our talk, the others began to trickle into the garden from inside the store. Prince Andrathath and his elves pulled out flasks of fresh water and handed them around to the hungover group. After everyone was feeling a bit better, he served us the salad from my garden. It tasted so good I was sure it had some magic in it. The rest of the group seemed to feel the same way, because after they ate, they all seemed to have recovered from their hangovers at least a bit.

“What is everyone’s plan from here?” I asked after a lull in the general conversation.

Everyone looked around at each other, but nobody spoke up.

“Well,” I said, “I’ve been thinking . . .”

Although everyone was willing to back me up against the orcs, I still felt a bit nervous proposing my idea. Ultimately, though, I decided it was better to bring it up and have them say no than to never bring it up at all.

“I need more people around here to help me protect the town,” I started. “And I have a lot of empty real estate right now. I haven’t really felt right about taking rent from you all, so, uh, what if we made a deal?”

“What kind of deal?” Queen Silverbolt asked.

“I will give each of you an apartment,” I said, “or a hardware store, if that works best.” I looked at Eargobr and he grinned back at me. “You can own it completely. No rent. In return, you don’t have to stick around here forever, but when you are around, you help with defending the town and do other things to help me improve things for everyone.”

I felt myself sweating a bit as I finished, which was just stupid of me. I could fight an orc shaman in single combat, but the idea of asking my new friends to stick around made me break out in a nervous sweat?

The gnomes huddled up and began to discuss among themselves. Eargobr grinned at me, some salad spilling out of his mouth. “I agree to your terms, friend Jake,” he said enthusiastically.

“I also agree,” said Ichzzb’inor.

“We accept your offer,” said Queen Silverbolt with a smile.

I looked at Prince Andrathath.

“We do not stay in buildings like this,” he said, “but we will stick around and help like we discussed until we are needed somewhere else.”

“Great!” I said, relief flooding through me. “Uhhh . . . well, I have some ideas for improvements that I was hoping you all could help with.”

Eargobr groaned and everyone else started laughing.

I was mainly hoping to restore running water—and also warm water—and establish a closer water source. I might have been a bit obsessed with water.

I also wanted to get some heat installed in the apartments and buildings because winter was coming soon. I finally figured out that we were at the tail end of summer, not at the start like I had first thought. Prince Andrathath also told me that with the mountains so close it was very likely we would have a rough winter. I wasn’t looking forward to spending the winter freezing to death in my store, and none of the apartments had fireplaces to help keep them warm. The downside to apartment living, I supposed.

I asked Ichzzb’inor if she would assist with the warm water and heating since she was the resident fire expert. She said the heating would be no problem, but she would need to think about getting us hot water. I thanked her and gave her the set of keys that I had looted and led to each building and apartment. Ichzzb’inor said she would get started on inscribing warmth runes in each building to help us survive the winter.

For water, I asked Eargobr if he would be willing to help me dig a path from the river to a depression in the ground I had noticed right outside of town. The idea was to fill it with drinkable water. He agreed but said I would just get in the way and he knew how to do it better than I would anyway. I told him I trusted him to handle it.

For running water, I asked the gnomes if they could help connect the old pipes and sewage system from the buildings to the river. I figured they might have something that could help, given their high level of technology. Queen Silverbolt consulted her bodyguards and said she had a few ideas but would need to dig up the old system and take a look.

I left them to it and spent the rest of the morning cleaning up after our party, then opened the store.

In the afternoon, Prince Andrathath found me seated in my thinking chair in front of the shop while I made some notes in my journal.

“You ready to start your training?” he asked.

“Today?” I responded in surprise.

“Today,” he said, “and every day you want to stay alive.”

“Ughhh,” I said, “that sure makes learning to fight with a sword a lot less interesting-sounding.”

He smiled and walked through the store to my backyard. There, I saw the elves had cleared away the chairs so we could use the larger grassy area without any obstacles being in the way.

Prince Andrathath led the way and sat in the lotus position in the middle of the grass. “Sit with me here.”

I sat and tried to copy his position.

“Every day, before we come to train,” he said, “I want you to spend an hour here meditating. This is a good location for learning to sense the power behind the cards. You have steeped this area in nature magic for weeks, and it has responded to your call.”

“How do I . . . meditate?” I asked. “I wasn’t much for doing things like that before this all happened.”

“Just relax,” he said. “Close your eyes. And feel the energy around you. It will be difficult at first, but every day it will become easier.”

I closed my eyes and tried to relax. I couldn’t stop my mind from thinking, though. I kept thinking about the store, the orcs, the various projects we needed to do around the town, about whether I had made too much of a fool of myself at the party . . .

The next thing I knew, I heard Prince Andrathath stand.

“Good,” he said, “now we train our body.”

Had an hour already passed? It didn’t feel like it. I hadn’t sensed any energy, although I did feel a bit refreshed. It felt a bit like I had taken a nice afternoon nap.

“Do not worry,” Prince Andrathath said. “It will come in time.”

I nodded at him and stood up next to him.

“Now,” he said, “do you have some body-enhancement cards in your current deck?”

“No, but I have a few I keep in reserve.” I pulled my utility cards out of one of the pockets in my robe.

“Good,” he said, smiling. “That is a very smart thing to do that many natives do not realize can give them an edge in a newly transitioned world.” He pointed to the cards in my hand. “Go ahead and equip those body cards. We start training with the help of the cards to get you through, but eventually you may not need them at all.”

I equipped the cards, and then Prince Andrathath led me through what I could only describe as elven tai chi. He showed me patterns to move my arms, legs, chest, hips, head, feet—every part of my body. He corrected me with gentle pokes and prods. We then ran through the pattern again and again until he gave me permission to try a new one.

Thanks to my Endurance and Strength cards, I didn’t feel any physical fatigue from the exercises. Prince Andrathath kept me going until the sun started to set, and then we broke for the night.

“Tomorrow, start your day by tending to your garden, as you do,” he said, “and then meditate for an hour before you open your shop. We will train your body in the afternoons.”

I thanked him and bid him goodnight.

Then I pulled out the amulet I had stolen from the orc shaman; the orcs had never asked me to return it. I had been wanting to inspect it all day but never had the chance.

Amulet of Spell Absorption

Rare Power

Absorbs up to ten levels worth of spell cards cast against the wearer per week.




[image: card]

That was pretty amazing. I equipped it immediately. So my two Elemental Burst cards at level three and a Fire Bolts at level two had been absorbed, which meant he had actually been out of spells to absorb when I stole the amulet. Dang, so maybe my play hadn’t been as cool as I thought. Still, I had enjoyed the look of surprise on his face when I dangled it in front of him. He was probably more shocked that he hadn’t felt me stealing it more than scared that I had it, but whatever, it was still funny.

Instead of going back inside after inspecting the amulet, I sat back down in the garden and tried to meditate again. I had taken the offer of training a bit lightheartedly, but I knew Prince Andrathath wasn’t joking when he said my life would depend on understanding the energy behind the cards.

I meditated until it became too cold to stay outside any longer. Then I went in, had a healthy salad for dinner, and turned in for the night.
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Over the next several weeks, I fell into a routine of training, improving the town, and clearing out any monsters that came close by. A delegation of orcs arrived one day, but they were peaceful and made no problems. They looked over the items in my shop but didn’t buy anything. Eargobr said it was a good sign that they came and were peaceful.

Eargobr was the first to finish his project for the town. I had seen him digging like a madman, using his battle-axe to break up the earth and then digging the rest up with his massive hands. He then compacted the soil by stomping on it with his massive feet. The result was a shallow but wide channel that led from the river to the depression near town. I had expected it to just be a ditch full of water, but he actually gave the channel a gentle slope on each side so the water could fill it more naturally and not wash away the walls. He took me out to show me his work before filling it with water.

“See,” he said, “it has a slight decline as it travels so the water never becomes stagnant. I also deepened the area you wanted to use to store the water and built a small dam to hold the water in.”

He showed me the area that would hopefully become our water source. It was on the other side of town from my shop but only about twenty feet from the buildings on that side. He had dug a hole more than ten feet deep and built up the far end of the pond with the stones he cleared while digging. It looked very professional.

“Here,” he said, “a deep pond should form and stay clean. The overflow will run over here”—he pointed at the end of the pond he had reinforced with stone—“and then follow the path of least resistance back to the river.”

I looked and saw he had dug a smaller sloped trench that led back toward the river.

“What do you think?” he asked me, almost shyly.

“It’s amazing!” I said, jumping toward him and pushing him—well, trying and failing to push him. “Great job, Eargobr! This is way better than I could have expected!”

Eargobr smiled and looked embarrassed at my praise.

“Where did you learn to do all this?” I asked him.

He answered as we walked back to the river. “My father insists all of his children train in running his kingdom, and one of the ways is to spend a year working the land. I helped farm and often built irrigation ditches with our farmers.”

“Cool,” I said, picturing a kingdom full of Eargobrs. I would hate to be their neighbor if they ever decided you had offended them in some way. I could just picture a million giant minotaurs stomping toward my town, and I knew I would surrender immediately at the sight alone.

When we got back to the river, Eargobr showed me that he had carved a large piece of wood that could be lowered to block the river from entering our channel. He had secured the sides with more stones and left a slot where we could drop the wood. The channel was almost parallel to the river to start, so the water flowed into the channel on its own power.

With my endorsement, he lifted the wood and I watched as the water from the river rushed into our channel and began to spill toward our new pond. I clapped excitedly and Eargobr gave a small bow.

We followed the water back and I watched with satisfaction as our pond began to fill.

“Thanks, Eargobr,” I said as we stood next to each other, watching the pond slowly fill. “This is wonderful.”

“Of course, friend Jake, but after all this manual labor, I need to go kill some things. Do you want to go tackle one of the dungeons with me?”

I had to ask Prince Andrathath if I could take the time away from training to go run a quick dungeon with Eargobr, but to my surprise, Prince Andrathath thought it was a great idea and insisted on going with us.

We decided to tackle the Monster Elf Dungeon after checking with Prince Andrathath, who said he had no problem with fighting dungeon elves. Apparently they weren’t real elves, so he was happy to put them down.

We marched off the next morning, and following the trail I had cut earlier—now made wider and more permanent thanks to Eargobr—we made good time to the dungeon.

There, the sickly green light still made me nervous, but Eargobr was so eager to start he charged right in. Prince Andrathath and I exchanged a look and then followed after him.

The dungeon itself, according to what Eargobr told us later, had leveled up from a starter dungeon. Despite that, Eargobr and I had no problem clearing it. Prince Andrathath didn’t get involved, instead giving me advice about feeling the energy around me.

It turned out this was the spell-focused dungeon he had mentioned, so it actually gave me a lot of practice at sensing when an enemy spell was heading my way. I found it much easier to sense the energy when it was about to try to kill me.

Eargobr found the dungeon very frustrating, often finding himself tricked by illusions that caused him to run into trees and swing aimlessly at invisible enemies. I fared better than the last time we ran a dungeon together and actually managed to get the majority of the kills, according to the count I had running in my head.

The first mini boss was an elven archer who could make copies of himself. The copies shot real arrows. I was a bit surprised when five of them stuck into Eargobr’s back. I couldn’t tell which copy was real so I proceeded to shoot Fire Bolts at them until they all disappeared. As soon as they did, Eargobr spotted the real boss hiding above us in a tree and proceeded to launch himself right at the poor elf, crushing him between his two hands and then slamming him into the ground for good measure.

The second mini boss summoned tainted wildlife, which was the first time I had seen a summon-based power set. It was interesting to see, but the boss had no chance against Eargobr, who could handle waves of smaller enemies with ease.

The final boss was a tainted high elf who was in the process of sacrificing an elven child on a very evil-looking altar when we approached. Eargobr charged ahead immediately but found himself wrapped in tainted vines covered with thorns that cut and restricted him. Even with his great strength, he could not break free.

Taking a suggestion from Prince Andrathath, who was standing behind me, I cast a Fire Bolts but focused on striking the vines holding Eargobr in place. After the initial mental pain, I managed to break through whatever barrier tried to stop me, and the bolts shot off and impacted the vines. The bolts burned the vine enough for Eargobr to break free, and he made short work of the boss from there.

All around, it was a fun clear. I felt useful. Eargobr got to sate some of his bloodlust. Prince Andrathath got to do Prince Andrathath things.

The loot was interesting. I received two cards and a pair of leather bracers.

Bracers of Storing

Uncommon Power

The wearer may store one card from their inactive deck in the bracers. That card may be activated once per day. If the card is passive, it will last for one hour or until deactivated.
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Poison Gale

Level 1

Uncommon Power

Corruption carries its own power that few can overcome.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a gale of poison that will slow enemies’ movement speed and drain their life until they are healed or exit combat.
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Sacrifice

Level 1

Rare Power

True power can only be achieved by sacrificing everything you truly love.

The caster may sacrifice one of their active cards for the duration of combat in return for removing the cooldown one time on another card.




[image: card]

The bracers were extremely helpful and I decided to immediately move my Stealth card from active and put it into the bracer. I hadn’t been using it that much, and having it stored in the bracers would probably be enough for any emergency situation where I might need it.

The other two cards I wasn’t as sure about. Poison Gale seemed like it fit better for a build that was focused on slowly wearing down enemies and killing them over time. That wasn’t really my style right now.

Sacrifice, though, had promise. I could sacrifice Preparedness once combat started, since it only gave its bonus at the start, and then use a double Elemental Burst on something. That was a nice combo. Open with a double damage Fire Bolts to clear away the smaller monsters, then Sacrifice Preparedness and hit the biggest one with a double Elemental Burst? I liked it. I liked it a lot!

I equipped Sacrifice in the open slot left after moving Stealth to my new bracers. My deck was looking good.

Time Sense, Level 3

Elemental Burst, Level 3

Mend, Level 2

Toughness, Level 3

Sacrifice, Level 1

Haste, Level 1

Fire Bolts, Level 2

Preparedness, Level 2

Bookworm, Level 2

Steel Plates, Level 1

I had also collected another fifteen random monster cards just from hunting around the town while Prince Andrathath and I were training. When we got back, I could consider upgrading a few things.

I realized I had been playing with my cards and my new bracers for a while and Eargobr had already left the dungeon. Prince Andrathath was standing at the exit, watching me with an amused expression on his face.

“Loot!” I said, which in my mind explained everything.

Back in town, Prince Andrathath and I had some time to practice before it got too dark, so we went out back into the garden and ran through some more exercises. I had gotten better, but he still found plenty to correct in my posture, the subtle movements of my hips, and other details like that.

The next day, I followed my normal routine, except this time, I didn’t have to run all the way to the river to water my garden. I filled up a few jugs of water from the new pond!

It was full and working perfectly, as far as I could tell. The overflow spilled out over the little dam Eargobr had built. The water hadn’t washed anything away, and the gentle slope of the channel kept the water flowing smoothly into the pond. I was immensely pleased.

After watering my garden, I meditated, as Prince Andrathath had told me to, and then opened up shop. I was sitting in my thinking chair, trying to sketch an image of me battling the orc shaman in front of the orc army, when I heard a throat clear across the street from me.

I looked up and saw . . . another human!

I was so surprised I lost control of my chair, which I had been leaning back in, and fell backward onto the cement.

The human, who I should say was a young woman, looked at me wide-eyed but didn’t move to help.

“Are you always so . . . vulnerable?” she asked after watching me struggle to my feet.

“Huh?” I said, trying to regain some amount of my dignity.

She shook her head and didn’t repeat herself. I took a moment to inspect her and saw that she was wearing dark leather armor, had two knives in sheaths on her hips, and had a small travel backpack with a bow strapped on her back. Some kind of rogue build?

“Uhhh,” I said, still recovering from seeing another human. “Sorry, I wasn’t expecting to see, ah, you.”

“Most people don’t,” she said with a smirk. So definitely a rogue build, then.

“I’m Jake.” I didn’t try to approach or shake her hand, since she hadn’t approached me and seemed a bit standoffish.

“Samantha,” she said, eyeing me as I stood there awkwardly.

“Uhh,” I said. “Oh! This is my shop. Do you want to come in and see if there is anything you want?”

“Your shop?” she said, looking behind me in surprise.

“Yeah.” I gestured at the store. “I run this place. It is pretty cool. I mean, uh . . . yeah.”

“Okay.” She touched the daggers on her belt briefly. “But you go in first.”

“Okay,” I said nonchalantly. I didn’t think she’d stab me in the back; if she had really wanted to, she probably could have just done it while I was zoning out in my thinking chair.

I walked back into the store and left the door open for her. I went over to the counter and stood there, trying to look as harmless as possible.

Samantha walked in cautiously, like a cat exploring a new room. Seeing the store, she stopped and looked around in surprise. “Why is it full of junk?”

I let out a bit of an embarrassed laugh at having another human see how worthless most of the stuff in the store actually was. “Well, it turns out the other races that are visiting are sometimes interested in human stuff. I have been selling it here and there for cards.”

“Hmmm.” She looked around the shop some more. “I am surprised you have spoken to those creatures. The only thing I have found worse than the humans left over was the monsters trying to kill us all.”

Uh-oh. Was she racist toward non-humans? I felt my excitement at finding another human dimming slightly. I was sure she had been through a lot of shit to find herself way out here, but still . . .

When I didn’t respond, she walked over to my magical section and inspected the amulet I had on display.

“That may be very useful for you,” I said, “judging by your weapons.”

She nodded absently as she read the description. “How much?”

“Five cards, and you tell me where you’re from and how you ended up here.”

She grimaced at my attempt at being friendly. “Five cards, and I don’t tell you anything about myself. How’s that?”

Eeesh, she was sure not here to make a friend. I was so used to non-humans that I forgot how traumatizing this new world probably was. I tried to cut her some slack. “Of course. I was just curious and didn’t mean to offend. Five cards is fine.”

She brought the amulet over to me and spread her spare deck out on the counter in front of her. She wouldn’t hand it to me like most people did, and I didn’t push.

I leaned over and inspected the cards. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything to trade, would you?” I asked as I looked through her cards. She had about twenty of them, all of them monster cards that weren’t particularly impressive.

She thought for a moment, grabbed her cards, and stepped back from the counter to take off her backpack. She eyed me warily as she did. After pulling open the flap that covered the top of her backpack, she rummaged around and withdrew a ring and an orb that glowed with a soft white light.

She carefully set them down on the counter.

“May I?” I asked.

She nodded, so I inspected each of them. The orb was nothing special; it just gave light and slight warmth. I could see how that might not be useful for a rogue trying to sneak around inside dark houses or doing whatever rogues did in their free time. The ring was useful, though.

Ring of Telekinesis

Uncommon Power

The wearer may use their mind to lift or manipulate small objects.

Grants the wearer slight resistance to mind-control cards.
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I hadn’t even considered there could be mind control cards out there! That would defeat my Time Sense card easily if I couldn’t even think enough to activate it.

“You don’t need this ring for, like, picking locks or stealing or something?” I asked.

“I’m not that kind of person,” she said with another smirk. So more like an assassin rogue kind of deck? Well, I sure didn’t want to piss her off then.

“I’ll trade you the amulet for the orb and ring and throw in a card of your choice,” I said.

She looked down at the cards I had displayed under the glass. I now had twelve cards from Ichzzb’inor, eight from the orcs, and fifteen random monster cards. She examined them closely before agreeing and pointing at one of the orc combat cards.

I slipped it out and we exchanged goods.

“Are you planning to stay in town? I rent apartments as well.”

“No,” she said with a frown. “I’m just moving through.”

“Okay . . .” I said. “Well, you are welcome back anytime for trade. Thanks for coming in.”

She gathered up her things and began to leave. “You are very strange,” she said, turning to look back at me.

I waved and gave her a smile.

She snorted and left the shop.

After she was gone, I wiped my brow and let out a breath I had been holding. That was a bit more intense than I had expected. She was very on edge. I could only imagine what she might have seen and dealt with, though, so I was just thankful that she was willing to talk to me and trade.

I went to the back of the shop and grabbed a soda to enjoy in my thinking chair after that encounter. I felt I deserved it.

The next day, the gnomes came in and told me they had an idea for how to fix our plumbing issue. At the same time, Ichzzb’inor stopped in to install her warming runes in the shop. I tried to stay focused on what the gnomes were telling me, but my attention kept drifting to Ichzzb’inor because watching her create the runes was fascinating. She summoned fire, but instead of burning down the shop, she seemed to infuse the fire into the wall in a specific pattern. The rune looked like something written in Chinese. A pictogram of some kind.

“Are you listening to us, shopkeeper Jake?” asked Queen Silverbolt, interrupting my gawking at Ichzzb’inor as she worked.

“Huh? Oh, yes. Totally,” I said, looking back at Queen Silverbolt.

“Good!” she said. “So you will get us the steel we need to craft the pipes to fix your sewage and water, yes?”

“Steel?” I asked, confused.

She sighed and stepped onto the counter (from where she had been standing on her bodyguard’s head).

“Shopkeep!” she said. “Will you go and bargain with the orcs for steel so we may fix this town or not?”

“The orcs!” I said, my voice cracking slightly. “Oh, is that necessary?”

“Yes. As I was just explaining, we can craft the pipes, but we need the metal first if you ever want running water again!”

“Oh, shit,” I said. “Well, I guess so. Will you all go with me?”

“No,” she replied. “We will be here excavating under the houses and preparing to connect them to the river. You will be fine. Just appear strong and the orcs will leave you alone. If any bother you, just kill them.”

I swallowed nervously. “Oh, yeah,” I said with a forced laugh. “Totally fine then. No problem at all.” 
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I asked Prince Andrathath if he wanted to go with me, but he felt it was a growing experience for me to go on my own. The jerk. Ichzzb’inor was busy and Eargobr was off doing whatever he did in the wilderness, so I had to do it alone.

Prince Andrathath did give me directions for finding the city, so the next day, I set off with a backpack of supplies, my main deck, my utility cards, and my spare cards in case there were any good trades in the city. Queen Silverbolt also gave me twenty monster cards she said should cover the cost of the steel and told me how much to get.

The hike to the mountains was pleasant. I killed a few more gnolls and collected a few more monster cards, but other than that, I enjoyed the late-summer weather and the peace and quiet of hiking out in nature.

I found the valley that led into the Kobold/Orc Dungeon easily enough, and following Prince Andrathath’s directions, I turned north and followed the mountain range until I found a road carved into the mountain.

There, I encountered my first orcs. They appeared to be on their way to the dungeon in a group of five. We eyed each other warily, but they didn’t stop me from walking past them and on the road that led toward their city, so I counted that as a warm welcome.

The path the orcs had carved wound between several cliffs so closely I had to hug the rock wall tightly to squeeze past at times. After hiking steadily upward for over an hour, the path finally broke clear of the cliffs and turned into a large open ledge overlooking another pristine valley nestled between the mountains.

On the ledge, which was as long as two football fields, if not longer, the orcs were building a city made of stone. They already had the outlines of what looked like walls built across the front of the city; they stretched from the cliff on my left to the edge of the ledge overlooking the valley below.

I could see an opening that would likely be their gate, and beyond that, the city spilled out along the ledge. Most of the city was filled with large hide tents for now, but here and there were some wooden buildings that looked like Viking longhouses. Orcs were everywhere, building, crafting, yelling, fighting. It was a madhouse compared to my simple town.

I realized the army the orcs had sent must have been only a third or less of their population, because there were hundreds of orcs swarming the city. And that didn’t include however many were down in the valley, likely hunting for food and harvesting wood and other resources.

I swallowed my nerves and walked toward the gap in what would be their wall. As I approached, orcs of all sizes and genders ignored me. Thankfully, there appeared to be two guards stationed at the gate. They recognized me and one of them escorted me through the city.

If I had thought it was a madhouse outside the city, inside, the noise was overwhelming. Blacksmiths seemed to be on every corner, pounding metal. Orcs, who I thought communicated primarily by grunting, turned out to actually communicate almost exclusively by yelling at each other from as far away as possible.

Fights broke out between children, between men, between women, and between women, men, and children. I couldn’t help but stare, open-mouthed, at the insanity.

Of course, the orcs didn’t care about me in the slightest. If not for the guard, I suspected I would have been trampled by the mass of quick-moving, very large orcs within the first twenty feet of me setting foot in the city. I followed my guard and kept having to resist the urge to grab his shoulders and hide behind his bulk. I figured that might not make the best impression on the orcs who’d attack me if I showed any sign of weakness.

He eventually led me to one of the wooden longhouses nestled at the back of the city overlooking the valley. From here, I could see a massive waterfall that fell into the valley. The sound, which I hadn’t realized I had been hearing, was a loud drone that could be heard all the way up here, even though the waterfall was miles away. I looked down into the valley and couldn’t stop myself from feeling overcome with vertigo.

At the same time, I realized the little kobold valley was nothing compared to this one. The waterfall, which turned into a river that ran through the valley and must connect with the river running by my town, was gorgeous. Trees grew everywhere in the valley. I could see clearings full of vibrant flowers. Birds chased each other all through the sky. It was truly breathtaking.

My reverence was rudely interrupted by a loud grunt in front of me. The guard was motioning for me to enter the longhouse. Oh, back to grunting, are we? Great.

I walked past the guard and entered the longhouse. Inside, it was dim but warm. In the center of the longhouse was a huge roaring fire. Around the outside, furs and other personal goods covered the floor. If I had to guess, a number of orcs must have slept here at night to keep warm; the furs seemed to be set up like beds all around the room.

On the other side of the fire was a long wooden table where the orc I had seen before was sitting. He was still in his full plate armor, although he was not wearing his helmet. I remembered what Prince Andrathath had said about this orc likely having a way to counter magic cards, and I tried not to show any nervousness as I approached. Several more orcs stood around him, and in the back of the longhouse was a passageway that led somewhere else.

He gestured for me to sit in a chair in front of him, and as I did, another orc approached and placed a plate of food in front of me. It looked like classic barbecue ribs. I hadn’t eaten fresh meat in a long time, so I immediately started salivating.

“May I?” I asked, gesturing at the plate.

“Yes,” the orc said in his deep, gravelly voice.

I dug in with pleasure. I needed to learn how to hunt and cook if this was the result. Damn . . .

I finished the ribs and looked up guiltily to see the orc had been watching me with a grim smile on his face.

“Good?” he asked as I wiped my face on a napkin.

“Mmhmm,” I said. “I haven’t had fresh meat in a while.”

“Yes,” he said, “it is hard to get when monsters kill easy prey and leave only the cagey, tough, or deadly things to hunt. But then again, only those are worthy of being hunted, anyway.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Was he saying I was the prey he wanted to hunt? Was he complimenting the fact that I was cagey, tough, or deadly? Or was he just a hunter talking about hunting?

“Okay,” I said lamely.

He smiled again, his tusks shining in the light of the fire behind me. “What brings you to our city, human?”

“I came to trade with you,” I said, seeing no reason to hide my reason for being there.

He didn’t seem surprised by the news and just nodded. “We will trade honorably with you. My second will show you to a lodging suitable for you tonight and you may shop at your leisure.”

Another orc stepped forward and I realized I had been dismissed.

“Ah, yes,” I said. “Thank you for the hospitality.”

I followed the orc outside and he showed me to a smaller wooden house. He indicated I could go inside. A small bed and fireplace had been made up, and the lodge was nice and warm.

I turned to thank the orc, but he had already left. Not even a grunt goodbye? These orcs sure didn’t waste time with niceties. Still, they gave me a great meal, so I couldn’t really complain.

Leaving my lodge, I looked around the city to get my bearings. I memorized where my lodgings were in relation to the cliff and ledge and then set out to explore the orc city. I decided to start with finding an orc blacksmith since I could hear them easily enough.

It turned out bargaining for the steel was relatively easy. I traded eighteen cards for the amount requested by the gnomes and then thought I had made a great bargain—until the blacksmith I bought it from wheeled out the steel in a wheelbarrow-like contraption and asked me if I wanted to buy it for several more cards. It turned out steel was very heavy, and my trip home wasn’t going to be nearly as enjoyable as the trip here. I ended up paying twenty-one cards total and the blacksmith agreed to hold onto the steel until I left tomorrow so I didn’t have to try storing it in my cabin for the night.

After concluding the business that brought me here, I went looking for any kind of magical vendor to trade with. I found an alchemist selling potions out of a tent, and when I asked what the potions did, he rattled off a lot of information that sounded made-up, except for the fact that the world was very different these days. I hadn’t even known potion-making was a thing.

The alchemist tried to sell me a healing potion for “cheap,” he promised, but I declined since it was several cards for the smallest one and I had my Mend to do the same thing.

After that, I found numerous weaponsmiths selling their wares and considered buying a sword since Prince Andrathath had said he would eventually train me to use one. I held off for now since I didn’t know how to pick a good one anyway and might get swindled. I could always come back and buy one.

Finally, as the sun was starting to set, I found a female orc by the entrance to the city. Selling magical gear, she had everything displayed on a wooden table in front of her tent. I found her because her yells of “magical gear for sale” were so loud I could hear them over the din of hundreds of other orcs yelling around me.

I said hello to her as I approached and perused her gear. She had quite a selection, and it was clear the orcs who were farming the dungeon must have been selling their gear through her. Most of it consisted of various kinds of metal armor, which made sense, given the nature of the Kobold/Orc Dungeon. I also saw a magical sword, a dagger, a crossbow, and even a polearm of some kind that seemed to glow with runes. I was intrigued by that, but it was too expensive for my wallet.

None of the gear was especially helpful for a caster like me, so I reluctantly said goodbye to the lady and wandered back toward my cabin. As I did, she immediately let out another “magic gear for sale” yell behind me that almost knocked me over in surprise. I turned to glare at her and she pretended not to notice what she had done. Freakin’ orcs.

I spent the rest of the night in my cabin and enjoyed how toasty warm it was. There was plenty of firewood stacked beside the fire, and the blankets on the bed were some kind of animal fur that was remarkably comfortable. I definitely missed having a heated apartment. Hopefully Ichzzb’inor would be done when I returned.

The next morning, the orc second-in-command brought me a hearty breakfast of meat and more meat, and after eating, I met the blacksmith for my steel and began the arduous process of dragging the wheelbarrow contraption down the mountain and back home.

It wasn’t quite a wheelbarrow, I figured out soon after actually trying to use it. It was more like a rickshaw and was designed to be pulled, with the bucket carrying the steel in the back. A bar separated two poles connected to the bucket, and it was actually quite easy to just hold onto the bar and pull the contraption. Plus one for orc ingenuity in my book.

I did swap in my Endurance, Speed, and Strength cards from my utility deck in place of my Sacrifice, Bookworm, and Preparedness to make the hike a bit easier. I just hoped I didn’t have to get into a serious fight with anything on the way back home.

Navigating the city with the bulky rickshaw was a disaster and ended up taking me most of the morning, but eventually I managed to get through the crowds and stopped just outside the city to eat and drink a small meal. After that, I made much better time on the smooth road leading downhill.

I made it to the base of the mountain in record time and only encountered the occasional orc traveling alone. Thankfully, he only stared at me as we crossed paths. When I got to the hills outside the mountains, things slowed down again, but I had my body-enhancing cards to keep me going without it becoming too much of a slog.

As the sun started to set, I felt lucky I hadn’t encountered any monsters yet and I could see my town in the distance. Fording the river was a bit nerve-wracking, but the little orc rickshaw didn’t have too much trouble with it. I picked up my pace as I saw my home in the distance and began to jog the rest of the way, the rickshaw bouncing behind me.

Just as I was about to enter the town, I heard a series of barks behind me. I quickly slowed until I could twist and look at what had made the sound. A few hundred feet away, sitting on large wargs like the orcs in the Kobold/Orc Dungeon, were ten orcs. They didn’t approach but were clearly watching me. Had they been trying to catch up and kill me and I had made it back to town faster than they expected? Or were they just watching me for some other reason?

Eargobr’s advice about not showing weakness rang through my head, and I set my rickshaw down and equipped my combat cards quickly. I then turned and walked toward the orcs as if I wasn’t intimidated by them in the slightest. Did they want to fight? I wasn’t going to back down this time. Eargobr had said if they challenged me, I had to kill some of them, and this sure seemed like a challenge.

As I walked toward them, the sun setting on the horizon, the orcs let out a war cry and the wargs began barking as they charged toward me. The orcs swung swords and axes above their heads as they charged. Fuck. So much for trying to bluff them into leaving me alone.

I immediately cast Haste, Fire Bolts, Sacrifice: Preparedness, and another Fire Bolts at them. My first Fire Bolts, enhanced by Preparedness’s double damage, tore through five of the orcs in a fiery explosion. The second wave of my bolts hit the other five but didn’t knock them from their wargs. The five wargs that had lost their riders also didn’t stop loping toward me, their jaws open wide and hungry for what I assumed was my flesh.

I activated Time Sense, invoked an Elemental Burst on the leading orc, and then waited for the cooldown on my Fire Bolts to come down before casting another Fire Bolts and Elemental Burst. I unfroze time and watched as two of the orcs exploded from my Elemental Burst cards. The other three orcs and two of the wargs were struck by my Fire Bolts spell. Despite that, the three orcs and all of the wargs kept charging me and were now only a hundred feet or less from reaching me.

“You stupid idiots,” I said in irritation. I had only used seven seconds of my Time Sense ability so far, hoping to scare the orcs off without needless slaughter. But if they insisted on continuing this, then I would handle it.

I invoked my Time Sense again and began my combo of Elemental Burst and Fire Bolts. I used all of my remaining time to invoke as many Fire Bolts as I could with the reduced cooldown from toggling my Time Sense. When I released it, a mass of Fire Bolts burst out, sending the bolts of fire twirling and spinning around in a mad display of firepower. At the same time, the last three orcs exploded from my Elemental Burst as they charged toward me.

It honestly looked like a Fourth of July fireworks display had just malfunctioned and exploded in front of me. The smaller Fire Bolts twisted and turned through the air around each other. The larger explosions of my Elemental Burst cards going off behind them cast the night in colors of fire and ice.

The orcs were obliterated by the single-target spells, which left the Fire Bolts all targeting the remaining wargs. The wargs were tough, but my Fire Bolts were enough to put them down before they could reach me. All but one, the biggest warg, was immediately killed as the remaining bolts struck home. The last one, growling and crippled, still tried to drag himself toward me in a vain attempt to kill me. I invoked an Elemental Burst on it and put it out of its misery.

The abrupt violence and then deafening silence afterward felt strange. This world had so many moments such as this. My past life had been so . . . steady. Before, my life was simple and pleasant, even if I did feel trapped in time. No strong emotions, positive or negative, really. I had lost touch with friends. I had no significant relationships after my mom passed away. I had a tolerable job and an apartment that was livable. It was a simple life. I liked that about it.

Now my life was like a roller coaster; dangerous lows full of anger, fear, violence, and death were common. But there were also very high highs full of victory, new friendships, challenges that pushed me to actually live my life.

Standing there, relishing another victory over jerks who wanted to mess with me and my town, I couldn’t say I missed my old life. This one was strange, but strange in a good way so far.

Also, this world had one very important difference from my old life. Loot!
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Sadly, the orcs must have left all their nonessential cards at home when they went for raids because each one only had the ten active cards they used for combat. And each warg only gave me a monster card apiece. Still, that was a good 110 additional cards.

The cards themselves were all common melee-oriented cards, as I was learning was typical for orcs, except for one called Leadership, which gave bonuses to leading others. I didn’t think it was worth it for me to use, and it clearly hadn’t been a huge bonus for the orcs. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have destroyed them so thoroughly.

I finished looting the bodies and then dragged my rickshaw full of steel back to my shop for the night. I left the rickshaw in the back room next to my bed and then got all my cards out to take a look at my options.

I now had 145 cards I could use to upgrade my own cards if I decided to use them all. I could also save some for trade if needed.

To go from level three to level five required sacrificing thirty-five cards: fifteen to go from level three to level four, and then twenty to go from level four to level five. That wasn’t too bad, considering my current bounty of cards.

I decided to upgrade my Elemental Burst card to level five since it was my primary offensive card. Afterward, I inspected it to see what had changed.

Elemental Burst

Level 5

Rare Power

Ultimate Evolution

Fire burns, ice slows, earth pierces, and wind disrupts. Together, their powers combine to seriously blow shit up.

Grants the caster the ability to summon a burst of elemental destruction once every ten seconds. This burst does a high amount of damage and slows, pierces, and knocks back one target.

Level 5: If Elemental Burst kills an enemy, it will immediately invoke a second Elemental Burst on a nearby enemy for free. Does not chain cast.
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Dangggggggg. That was an amazing upgrade. So cards got a new function at level five, maybe? That was awesome. Combined with Preparedness doing double damage, I was almost always guaranteed to finish off the first enemy I hit and then get a second free invocation of the card on another opponent.

Maybe I should upgrade more cards to level five to see what new functions they unlocked.

I spent another thirty-five cards to upgrade my Time Sense to level five as well.

Time Sense

Level 5

Legendary Power

Time is the greatest punishment given to mankind. Maybe, if one looks hard enough, they can find a way to escape its grasp.

Grants the caster the ability to stop time for up to thirty seconds once a day or the caster may gain perfect insight into the immediate future for sixty seconds. The user occasionally gains insights into what may happen in the immediate future.

Level 5: The caster may now use Time Sense on localized areas of their choice instead of stopping time entirely.
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Hmm, that was interesting. Now I could target a specific area to stop time instead of it freezing everything but me. So I could freeze an enemy but leave myself and my friends unfrozen? And then when I released the enemy, we would all be in a position to splat the dude?

That seemed handy.

I wanted to see what level five in something like Preparedness or Bookworm might give me, but I didn’t want to spend the cards without first upgrading my offensive capabilities, so I decided to upgrade my Fire Bolts to level five. That required forty-five cards because it had been level two this whole time.

Fire Bolts

Level 5

Uncommon Power

Fire lives to spread. Spread it gratuitously so you can live, too.

Grants the caster the ability to summon five fire bolts once every ten seconds. These fire bolts randomly target nearby enemies. Prioritizes weaker enemies nearer to the caster.

Level 5: Each bolt has a chance to split off a second bolt when invoked.
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That was self-explanatory. A bit random for my liking, but if each invocation cast five bolts, then if the odds of a split were decent, I should get a few extra bolts per cast now.

That left me with thirty cards. Save them for trading? I decided to spend fifteen to upgrade my Toughness to level four to increase my survivability and then left the rest for trading.

After putting my cards away, I rolled into bed and fell into a comfortable sleep. In fact, it felt very comfortable. Nice and warm in here . . .

The next morning, I confirmed that Ichzzb’inor had finished the runes in all the buildings while I was gone. And I gave the steel to the gnomes, who promised to get to work right away. I thanked them and Ichzzb’inor and then did my morning routine and settled down in front of my shop again in my favorite thinking chair.

Prince Andrathath came by later in the morning and asked how my trip went. I told him about all I had seen, and he was interested in learning about the growing orc city.

“And what do you plan to do about all the orc and warg corpses you left outside town last night?” he eventually asked me after I finished telling him about my trip.

“Uhhhh,” I said, caught off guard. “You know,” I added after a moment, “it honestly hadn’t even occurred to me that they would still be there. Do most corpses just disappear after a while or have I been leaving monster bodies all over the place?”

Prince Andrathath shook his head at me. “You are likely helping feed the local ecosystem, so that is fine. But there are quite a few orc and warg corpses right next to your town and they are already starting to smell quite bad.”

I followed him over to where I had battled the orcs the night before. In the light of day, the battlefield didn’t look quite as heroic. The orc bodies were already swollen and had attracted flies. Something had been eating a few of them as well, and I could see guts strewn here and there.

“Oh God,” I said, turning away and trying to hold in my stomach.

“You are a funny person,” Prince Andrathath said. “So capable of killing and yet disturbed by the aftermath. Is this typical of you humans?”

“Yeah, well,” I said, “the aftermath is fucking gross, though. Jesus.”

“So what do you plan to do?”

“I don’t know. Bury them?”

Prince Andrathath looked at me sideways. “That would be good to do, but not near your water source, I think, yes?”

“So I have to drag them off somewhere else first and then bury them?”

Prince Andrathath nodded.

“Ughhh,” I groaned.

“And, shopkeeper, you know that these orcs aren’t part of a dungeon, right? So you can loot more than just their cards.”

I facepalmed myself. “Shit,” I replied after a moment. “You mean I have to move all these corpses and drag them out of their armor? Fuck!”

Prince Andrathath laughed and walked back toward town.

“Stupid fucking orcs and your stupid fucking orc bodies,” I muttered to myself. I followed Prince Andrathath back toward my shop and grabbed the rickshaw I had used to haul the steel, changed out of my robes since I didn’t want to get them covered in orc guts, and equipped my body-enhancing cards before returning to the corpses.

I then spent the next several days arm deep in dead orc. I puked so many times I lost count and became desensitized to the sight and smell of the bodies. I removed all their armor and weapons, lifted them into the rickshaw, ran them over to the forest, and dumped their bodies just inside the tree line. I figured there was plenty in the forest that would want to eat them.

Maybe this was a lesson that Prince Andrathath wanted to teach me about the cost of using my abilities. Or a lesson about cleaning up after oneself? Or a lesson about how fucking gross orcs were? I didn’t know and was so exhausted by the time I finished cleaning them up that I didn’t care any longer.

The good news was that by the time I finished, the gnomes announced they had reestablished running water for the buildings. I was so filthy I didn’t care that the water was still cold and immediately went up to my old apartment and took a long, freezing shower to get clean.

I also cleared more of the old human junk away from inside my store and put up a new armor and weapons section next to my magical display (which was still empty). I also put up a new sign in the window underneath the open/closed sign that said, Now With Magical Weapons and Armor! I hung several of the swords and axes on the wall, then laid out the armor and remaining weapons on one of the display tables that used to hold fruit and vegetables. Of course, I had to thoroughly clean the armor beforehand, but thanks to having a pond nearby, it wasn’t as terrible as it could have been.

After all that, I found Queen Silverbolt and had her show me what the gnomes had done to fix our water and sewer system. She showed me where the industrious little gnomes had dug under the street to find where the old system was cut off during the transition. Using the steel I had brought them, they were able to build out the system to connect with the river. We now got our fresh water from upstream and our waste was flushed downstream. She couldn’t show me everything, but she described the mechanisms for creating water pressure and flushing and all that. I couldn’t really follow everything she said since it got a bit techno-magical in nature.

I did ask how the amount of steel I brought was able to stretch so far, since it seemed like it was not nearly enough steel to do all that she did. She just waved her hand in response to my question and said it was magic. So I took her word at that and celebrated the upgrade to the town by inviting the gnomes to the garden for fresh salad and drinks.

After that, the days passed quickly until the chill of winter started to settle in. Ichzzb’inor hadn’t been able to solve the hot water issue but promised she would keep working on it. Everyone except the elves came and went from time to time but always came by to say hello whenever they returned to town.

I got several more customers, none of which were human. One I was pretty sure was a vampire. He came to the door after dark and said he was only looking to shop and promised not to start any trouble. I let him in and he bought a couple of old romance novels I had looted from a neighbor’s house for a few cards. I gave him the side-eye as he left but couldn’t really complain.

The rest of the visitors were a mix of orcs, a group of surly and unfriendly dwarves that didn’t stay long but bought several of the orc weapons, and another lizard person who was blue instead of Ichzzb’inor’s yellow. When I asked it if it knew her, it told me I was racist for assuming all lizard people would know each other. For all I knew, there were only two lizard people in existence! How was I supposed to know that was a rude thing to ask?

All in all, before the season changed, I had sold all the orc armor and weapons (mostly back to the orcs who came to visit) and traded a few human knickknacks and a couple of maps, bringing my total number of cards up to forty-three from the fifteen I had left over after my last card level increases. I used those to increase my Toughness to level five, leaving me with twenty-three cards and twenty-two shards for doing business.

Toughness

Level 5

Common Power

You want to survive? Get some toughness in your life.

A passive ability that increases toughness and survivability.

Level 5: The possessor of this card is now harder to move by force.




[image: card]

I had Eargobr test it with me the next time he was in town, and while he could still shove me so hard I practically flipped over backward, it did seem slightly harder for him to do so. Maybe? He probably wasn’t a good person to test cards with, come to think of it.

Either way, I noticed that increased toughness didn’t stop me from being thrown around like a wet noodle, so this was a nice upgrade for me. Eargobr tried to explain it to me—something about size and weight and mass. I just took his word for it and was glad to have a card that made me a bit harder to toss around like a T-shirt.

I continued to practice with Prince Andrathath every day, and my meditations were starting to bear fruit—no garden pun intended. I was starting to be able to sense the energy that infused my garden. I could also sense the cards that were somehow magically embedded inside me more and more clearly as the practice went on.

The body training had progressed to light sparring with Prince Andrathath’s bodyguards. We didn’t use weapons, but the prince showed me how the slow movements I had been practicing could be incorporated into defensive and aggressive holds, throws, and strikes. I enjoyed those sessions the most, even though the guard was clearly going easy on me.

Following Prince Andrathath’s suggestion, I also finished harvesting what was left of my garden before the first snow fell and saved enough seeds from everything to replant in the spring. We had eaten a fair portion of it, and the elves also occasionally brought meat to trade for my vegetables, so I had been eating healthier than even before the transition occurred. There wasn’t a ton left in the garden, but I harvested it and placed it in the store until it went bad.

I also moved out of the store, finally. I felt things were secure enough that I could leave the store empty at night, so I moved back into my apartment above the shop. I had missed the privacy of having my own apartment, and it was closer to the shower, so it was a nice change of pace. It made me feel more . . . normal, I guess. I didn’t want to fall back into the same static patterns as before, and that might have been part of why I stayed in the shop for so long, but things had changed so much I was confident there was no way that would happen.

When the first snow fell a few days after I finished harvesting the garden, it was a doozy. My small town had gotten a few solid snows a year, but this one was greater than anything I had seen before in my life. It lasted a week straight, and by the time it was done, the snow was piled up past the front door of the shop. Everyone ended up crashing in my apartment and the apartment next to mine for the duration. We shared body heat and ate the last of the food from my garden and a good portion of the remaining nonperishable foods I had saved.

I asked Prince Andrathath if we should have been stocking more food to survive the winter. He said that a fair number of natives who managed to survive the initial transition died during the first winter because they weren’t prepared for how different winter was in a more primitive world.

That didn’t answer my question or reassure me in the slightest!

Eventually, he said he wasn’t as worried about us since the haunted forest nearby was resistant to the cold and we could always hunt there for food to survive. Plus, it turned out that the rest of the nonhumans had been stockpiling food, and once they were able to get back to their rooms, they were happy to share with me. Eargobr said he would happily share the grass and leaves he had stockpiled in the hardware store, but I would only accept that offer if things became truly desperate.

After the snow finally cleared, Eargobr dug paths for us through the town and things went back to normal—more or less. I trained with Prince Andrathath most of the day now since there was nothing else to do. He also took me hunting a few times in the haunted forest, but I never caught anything but the occasional vampire that kept trying to suck my blood. I couldn’t eat the four cards I got, but it was something, at least.

It was nice having my new friends around so much, although we did have a few flare-ups of cabin fever even after people moved back to their own rooms. Thankfully, it was nothing that a night of breaking out the alcohol couldn’t solve.

Winter seemed to last longer than I was used to, but after several months, things started to warm again. I was feeling much more confident in my sparring sessions with Prince Andrathath’s guards. I was consistently able to sense the energy of the garden, even through winter, and even started sensing the energy of my friends and the haunted forest while I meditated.

We never ran out of food, although I burned through all the rest of my nonperishable food and we had a few thin meals here and there. I got a little better at hunting in the haunted forest and managed to snag a couple of deer toward the end of winter. I used my Internal Fire and other body-enhancing cards to help keep me going during the long hunts. Using a bow, even a fancy elven bow, was strange and felt unnatural. But under Prince Andrathath’s tutelage, I improved.

When Prince Andrathath announced that winter was officially over, we celebrated with another garden party. The next day, everyone disappeared into the countryside for some fresh air and breathing room from everyone else. I was feeling the same, although I didn’t want to admit it to anyone.

I asked Prince Andrathath what I should be doing to train from here on out, and he handed me a sturdy orc longsword before replying, “Now you grind some dungeons.”

I looked at the longsword in my hand. “Okay . . .”

“With that,” he said, pointing at the sword. “And only body-enhancing cards. No spells.”

“Ah,” I said forlornly.

That sounded significantly less fun.
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“But you haven’t even trained me how to use a sword yet?”

Prince Andrathath smiled and took several steps back from me. “The patterns I have been teaching you are designed for use with your body but also with any weapon you hold. They are universal, passed down through generations of elven warriors—and our generations are significantly longer than your human generations. Did you know that we are one of the oldest races to be a part of this mad game of the gods?”

I shook my head and took a couple of practice swings with the longsword as he spoke. Prince Andrathath stopped me, corrected my grip on the longsword, and explained how to hold it properly.

“There are still a few differences between the weapons, I suppose,” he said after he pointed out I was holding the sword like a complete idiot. “Anyway, now that you have learned the basic patterns I have been teaching you, using the sword in combat will help your body cement the patterns inside you. It will be great practice for strengthening your body both internally and externally.”

He gave me a card that he said was the last I was missing for the basic body enhancement called Dexterity. Prince Andrathath insisted that I only use passive body enhancements and that I was not allowed to use any spells or any active melee attack cards while in a dungeon.

“You will find,” he said, “when things start to click for you, your attacks themselves will work like a melee attack card. When that happens, true progress has been made. After that, you will learn to carry that power over to your spell cards. Someday, you may be able to invoke spell cards without needing a card at all. That is true power.”

That was one hell of a motivational speech, and it made me feel a lot better about the idea of challenging dungeons with only a sword in my hand.

Prince Andrathath directed me to start with the Undead Dungeon, since it was the easiest in the area and the one I was most familiar with. I packed my dungeoneering backpack, now full of dried jerky the elves had made, a water bottle, spare clothes, and a blanket in case I had to sleep rough. Prince Andrathath gave me a belt and scabbard for the sword and wished me good luck.

Everyone else was long gone from town, so I just left the store closed for the day and set off for the dungeon.

The first thing I learned when trying to clear a dungeon using only a sword and body-enhancing cards was that it was annoying as hell to kill skeletons with a longsword. I couldn’t lunge at them, since that was completely useless, so I had to carefully swing at joints and other critical weak points on their bodies. Maybe another lesson from the prince on where to strike? Always aim for the weak point? Stupid never-ending elven lessons.

Once I figured out how to kill the melee skeletons, things weren’t too bad. I got plinked by a few arrows and spells here and there, but my level-five Toughness saw me through it. I did miss walking through here casting explosions everywhere, but this was a useful exercise. Prince Andrathath was right; as I progressed, my body was connecting the patterns I had practiced for months to my use of the sword. Sweeping strikes, blows, moving my body smoothly and evenly, never letting my balance slip away from me. The further I progressed in the dungeon, the more I felt like a real fighter.

The first and second mini bosses were no problem. The final boss was a bit of a jerk until I found that he had a dagger on his hip. It wasn’t as translucent as the rest of him, and once I smashed that with a strike from my longsword, the undead jerk was quickly defeated.

The loot was a melee attack card, utterly useless, and a set of mail armor for my chest and arms. It gave me a chance to reflect an enemy spell cast upon me. I didn’t equip the armor since I still wanted to keep my robe on in case of emergencies, but the mail armor was another reminder of how throwing everything into spell cards could backfire. Literally, it could fire back at me and I could kill myself with my own spell if my opponent owned an item like the mail armor that reflected a spell.

When I returned to town, Prince Andrathath went over my performance in the dungeon and then told me to go back and run it again. And again. And again. I ran that damn dungeon five times for him!

After the fifth time, he said the dungeon was completed for the day and suggested I get some good rest for tomorrow’s dungeon massacre. I put all the loot I had gotten from the dungeon up for sale in the store—there was nothing useful for me—and instead of going to bed, I ate a quick meal and then meditated in the garden for another hour before turning in.

The next day, Prince Andrathath joined me early in the morning for my meditation and then helped me plant the seeds I had held back in my garden. I cast Mend on them and watered them, and then the prince had me go murder skeletons five times in a row once again.

I was getting pretty bored of running the same dungeon so many times, although I couldn’t complain about the gear I was getting—it should sell well—and the steady stream of cards. The dungeon awarded me human cards, not just monster cards like most things I had been killing, so after I had collected ten human cards, I noticed that many of them were the other elements equivalent of my Fire Bolts spell: Rock Toss, which was what I think that orc shaman had used on me, Wind Shear, and Frost Shards. Wind Shear and Rock Toss gave me charges that I could expend at will against targets without having to reinvoke the card. Frost Shards provided a burst of razor-sharp shards directly in front of my outstretched hand. The shards didn’t travel very far, but they were spread wide around my hand, and there seemed to be thousands of the little ice shards.

I asked Prince Andrathath if I should try and evolve them into my Fire Bolts spell, and he thought I should. The thing that annoyed me was that I had just spent a ton of cards to upgrade my Fire Bolts to level five and now it would be reset to level one!

Prince Andrathath said that was just the nature of the capricious gods who oversaw the transition and said I could always get more cards.

Sighing, I agreed with him and evolved my Fire Bolts by combining all four elements together. Once it was done, the new card was shiny and beautiful, just like my Elemental Burst card.

Elemental Bolts

Level 1

Rare Power

Ultimate Evolution

Bring ruination unto thy enemies, wicked elementalist. Your command of the elements that make up creation grows strong.

Grants the caster the ability to summon the power of all four elements to strike down multiple foes at once.

The wielder of this card may summon five charges to be used at any time within one minute, summon five elemental bolts that home in on the nearest enemies, or summon a spray of elemental energy that strikes all nearby enemies. This card does both magical and physical damage.
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I, of course, immediately tested out my new card. The bolts, instead of being red, were now red and blue with a sharp stone projectile in the middle of each bolt. They were also surrounded by a cocoon of wind that sent them flying significantly faster through the air. When I tested the card by invoking the mass shards instead of the bolts, I practically exploded with shards of earth and ice, each tipped with an ember of fire and propelled by air in a huge AOE around me in any direction I wanted. When I summoned the five bolts to use later, they appeared above my head and perched patiently above me. The blue and red energy swirled around a core of dark stone inside each bolt, and the corona of wind around each one made them look pretty dangerous.

Prince Andrathath said that the benefit to my elemental spells over normal spells was that they were magical and physical. He explained that the benefit of most earth spells was that the attack itself was actually physical in nature. The magic was in summoning and propelling the stone, but when it connected, it was like a sword. This could often catch caster-focused card users off guard because they were shielded from magical attacks. Or vice versa if they had shielded for physical attacks. Then the magical nature of the other elementals in my spells would have a greater effect.

Sadly, I couldn’t go explode the hell out of the skeletons in the Undead Dungeon because he made me run that damn place with only my sword three more days in a row. I got a lot of magical gear to sell in the shop and had to expand my magical section quite a bit to make room for it. I also got another card that Prince Andrathath said I should keep and we could explore further: Card Crafting. It was rare and Prince Andrathath said I was lucky to get one so early in a transition.

After running that dungeon so many times, I started to notice that my attacks with the longsword were killing the skeletons more easily. I initially chalked this up to just learning where and how to hit them, but after going over my experiences with Prince Andrathath, he believed it was actually me using my body’s energy to enhance my strikes, like a weaker version of a card attack.

After so many days of nonstop grinding, I finally told him I needed a break. I was working harder than I had ever worked before in my life. I was enjoying the tangible feeling of growing in strength, but at the same time, I was exhausted, mentally and physically. Being cooped up all winter while practicing nonstop, combined with the trauma of the summer before that, was starting to get to me. Prince Andrathath was very understanding and told me to take a week to relax and meditate and consolidate the gains I had made from the dungeon grind.

So I did exactly that. I spent the week barely leaving my thinking chair in front of the shop, doodling in my journal and basking in the early-spring sun.

During my week of relaxing, the town was surprisingly busy. Groups of orcs, free from the snows in the mountain, came to trade almost every day. They quickly bought all of the gear I had farmed from the dungeon, netting me an easy five cards apiece on average for a total of seventy-five cards. Realizing I had a healthy market for magical gear, I felt comfortable investing in buying gear from others even if it netted me only a small profit. I approached my friends when they popped in and told them that I would buy all their low-level gear they didn’t need for four cards, explaining I would likely sell each piece for five cards and make a small profit. Going in, I wanted to be honest with them about my plans to make a small profit so there weren’t any hard feelings about the whole thing. They didn’t mind and appreciated having me do the work of selling the gear. That opened the floodgates in loot they had all been sitting on, and soon my store was stocked up with all kinds of armor, weapons, and trinkets.

I did keep a few items that seemed helpful to me. Prince Andrathath wouldn’t let me wear any gear to enhance my body, saying I could only use the cards for now, so I stuck with only building a set of gear for my spell cards. But that was okay with me since that was still what I wanted to use the most whenever I got into real combat.

I picked up a magical pair of Leather Pants of Armor, which, while minor, gave me a reduction to physical attacks, and I could wear them under my robes with no problems. I also kept a Circlet of Divine Eye, which was a fancy little golden circlet that went around my head and gave me a bonus to spotting dangers, traps, and loot. Lastly, I grabbed a Ring of Shield, which let me summon a force shield from the hand that had the ring on it. It was the size of a large buckler and let me block spells or attacks if I got it in position to intercept them.

The rest of the items, including a magical longsword that Prince Andrathath made me give up, made their way into an even larger magical items display area in the shop.

Not only orcs came to visit, but the surly dwarves returned and rented an apartment from me for the week. They didn’t say what they were doing in the area, and I didn’t ask, but I appreciated the cards.

We also got some new visitors. One was a cat man, like a cheetah but with human proportions, who I had a very pleasant conversation with and sold a map and rented a room to for a week while he explored the local dungeons. I also met a fairy—a tiny creature that was smaller than my hand and flew around my shop in a flurry of wings and magical dust—who ended up buying a teapot set, a children’s toy wand, and a bottle of glitter for five cards. I had no idea where she managed to store everything, but she made the items disappear and zipped out the door with a very polite thank-you.

The last visitor was a less pleasant experience, and the saddest part was that it was another human. I was enjoying the day in my favorite thinking chair in front of the shop, trying to draw me and the cat man as we sipped sodas in the backyard, when a large, muscular human came walking down the street toward me.

I eyed him warily. He was carrying a large two-handed sword and wore a mishmash of armor from chain to leather and plate boots. He had a large beard and unkempt hair. I, thankfully, had started shaving again once we got running water, so I looked like the presentable, early-twenty-something young lad that I was.

The guy had an arrogant walk and didn’t stop until he was standing slightly too close to me for comfort. I looked up at him blandly.

“Can I help you?” I asked him.

He was glaring down at me, clearly trying to intimidate me. “Who runs this trash heap?” he growled at me.

I looked around at my small town as if I was seeing it for the first time. “Why, this little ol’ place?”

He frowned at me and moved his sword over one shoulder slightly as if to say he had no problem using it on me. “Don’t play with me, boy. Tell me what I want to know.”

I smiled up at him. “Well, this here is my little town, as a matter of fact. How can I help you today?”

“Yours?” he said in surprise, scrutinizing me more closely. “Yours and who else’s?”

“Just me,” I said, pointing at myself with my pen.

“Well then,” he said with a feral grin. “I guess nobody here’s gonna stop me from taking your cards and valuables then, are they?”

I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my eyes at him. “Man, you are only the second human I have seen in months. And this is what you want to do? Try to rob me? C’mon.”

He growled at me—like, actually let out a growl from his throat like he thought he was a wild animal. “Boy, give me your cards and that gear you are wearing or I will kill you like I have every other human that has stood in my way.”

“Ugh,” I said, seriously disappointed in my race right now. Had nobody but the paranoid and violent survived? “Dude, how many other humans have you actually fought? Because frankly, you don’t seem particularly smart about it to me.”

“What?” he said, getting visibly angry. “I am level three in all my cards, boy. Nobody has even stood a chance against me. I have solo-cleared a dungeon on my own. You don’t speak to me with such disrespect, you hear me?” He lowered his huge two-handed sword from his shoulder and gestured at me with its hilt. “Last chance. Give me what I asked for.”

“No,” I said, still seated in my thinking chair with my journal in one hand and a pen in the other. I didn’t say anything else and we stared at each other in silence for a moment. I could tell that confused him and I had to stop myself from laughing.

“What?” he finally said, recovering from my deadpan reply.

“Yeah, no,” I repeated.

He shook his head and glared at me even harder, if that was possible. After training against the elves for months now, I could tell he was getting ready to attack me with his sword. He tensed his arms and spread his legs slightly, but before he could take a swing at me, I acted.

I invoked an Elemental Bolts in a spray of energy that exploded out of me. It struck him with a thousand tiny cuts and flung him back down the street for ten feet or more. He landed with a solid thud and slid several feet before coming to a stop completely.

I stood up from my chair and calmly moved it back inside before returning to stare at the man. He had slowly stood and was shaking his head as if to clear it. He had thousands of cuts and burns all over the front of his body. It looked extremely painful.

“You!” he yelled, activating an obvious charge ability as he flew down the street at me. I was still hoping to end this peacefully, considering he was likely one of the very few human survivors left, but the guy was determined to get himself killed. I activated Haste and dodged across the street faster than his charge could catch me.

He stopped in front of the store and turned to look at where I was standing. He let out a bestial roar and began running at me. I invoked an Elemental Burst on him, hoping it wouldn’t be enough to kill him, and watched as it exploded on top of him. He screamed in pain and was thrown back against the pavement in front of my shop. He groaned on the ground where he lay and didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get up.

I deactivated Haste and slowly walked over to him until I saw that he was looking up at me.

“The reason I said you didn’t seem very smart about this whole thing,” I told him, “is that I was wearing gear that should have signaled I was a magic card user, but you acted like I was a vulnerable mark for you to rob.” I pointed down at my fancy robes as evidence. “So that sure seemed pretty stupid, don’t you think?”

“Fuck you, kid,” he gasped from the ground in front of me.

“Are we done here, or are we going to have any other problems?” I asked him.

He shook his head, and I stepped back so he could stand. After several attempts, he finally managed to get himself up off the ground. He glared daggers at me and I just stood there, passively watching him struggle.

Eventually, he turned and began to walk away. I let him go and hoped he had learned a lesson about messing with people in robes.

As he was about to leave town, he turned and yelled back at me, “Don’t think I will forget this, kid! I’ll come back and destroy this shithole and you with it!”

Oh no, he did not just say that. Motherfucker, I was letting you live out of the kindness of my heart!

I reactivated Haste and began running at him. When he saw me coming, his eyes got wide and he backed up in a panic.

“I tried to be nice, you asshole!” I yelled back at him. I wasn’t sure what to do as I raced toward him, but I couldn’t just let him leave. Did we have a place to lock him up? Was I going to watch him forever or make some kind of jail? I did not want that responsibility all because this jerk couldn’t leave well enough alone.

He watched me speeding at him and tried to turn and run away from me.

“But you had to be a petty little villain and threaten my town? You think I am an idiot and will let you go to just come back stronger and more dangerous when I least expect it? This isn’t some dumb movie, man. The last guy that tried that trick on me found out the hard way I didn’t play those games.”

He turned back to me and raised his sword. “Look, kid,” he said, clearly trying to get angry again. “I will kill you if I have to!”

He stepped forward, and suddenly his sword swung down toward me even though I wasn’t in range. The sword multiplied into three blades that appeared right in front of me, preparing to slice me in half. Was this some kind of melee attack card?

I used Sacrifice on my Preparedness card and invoked a double Elemental Burst on him before the swords could strike me.

In a second, he exploded. Gore and blood shot up into the air, and his head went soaring straight up while his body and limbs all went in separate directions. I quickly rolled under the three swords in front of me, and as I dodged them, they faded away quickly.

“Shit . . .” I said, staring at the mess I had made. “I may have gotten a little carried away there. That is going to be a bitch to clean up.”

I left the body there for now and went back to my shop to calm down. That guy had seriously pissed me off. I was trying to be nice! I didn’t want to do that to him. I was trying to be the bigger person, even though he was clearly an insane, murderous asshole.

After having some time to calm down, I told myself it was for the best. He was probably going to go kill more humans anyway. Maybe by killing him now, I saved some other humans later down the line. I still felt sick to my stomach about it, but I kept telling myself I would have been an idiot to let him leave, so I had to do it.

Grabbing some water and sitting in my garden for a bit helped me clear my head. After a few minutes of that, I went back out to the street to collect the loot and start cleaning up the body.

As I did, I saw Ichzzb’inor standing next to the wave of blood that had painted the road red for ten or more feet. I walked up to her and stared at the mess with her.

“What happened?” she eventually asked me.

“Jerk human,” I said in reply.

That seemed like explanation enough for her because she nodded in understanding and walked off.

I looted the jerk and collected his body parts for disposal. He ended up providing me with five different magical pieces of armor to sell in the shop, none of it useful for me. I also recovered his ten active cards and found he only had four unused cards on him. He likely spent every card he had to upgrade himself, the miser. His sword wasn’t magical, but it would probably sell to the next meathead that wandered through town, so I dragged it into the shop and leaned it next to the armor and weapons display.

I grabbed my rickshaw and dumped his body parts in the forest, then stared at the bloodstains in the middle of the street. I wasn’t really sure how to clean bloodstains from concrete. If I had a hose, maybe that would work.

“Ah, fuck it,” I said, turning around and going back to my relaxing week off. “The rain will wash it away eventually.”
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The rain never did completely wash away the bloodstain in the road. My friends teased me about it when I told them the story. I ignored their good-natured ribbing and tried to put the encounter out of my mind because it was depressing to think about. I hoped at some point I would find some humans who were in a better frame of mind than the two who’d wandered through town so far.

I spent the rest of my break in that exact same spot—sitting in my chair, enjoying the weather, and selling gear to passing strangers. I managed to turn a nice profit on the gear my friends sold me, selling most of it to the orcs, who seemed practically starved for magical gear. They were turning out to be a bit of a boon to my growing economy now that things had settled down between us. That strange vampire visited me at night again and bought a few more romance novels. He told me his name was Vlad, but I didn’t believe him. It was probably Steve or something boring and he was embarrassed about being the vampire named Steve.

The dwarves came and went from time to time. I finally broke through their shell a bit when I thought to invite them to my garden and offered them free alcohol. That got their attention, and we ended up having an impromptu party that night. The elves didn’t join us, but the gnomes wandered by and heard the noise and stayed for a few drinks.

The next day, the dwarves were practically friendly to me as they waved goodbye before running another dungeon. I waved back and smiled at them from my chair in front of the shop.

By the end of the week, I had made a total of 150 cards from sales of magical items, maps, the loot I got from the annoying human, and the cards I had from before. And that was even with keeping some of the gear from my friends and a few items from the dwarves.

I decided to save fifty cards for more magical item purchases in the future. I spent the other cards on upgrading my active deck.

First, I upgraded my Mend to level five, which increased my daily casts to five. It also gave me a level-five passive regeneration ability that said it was always active and could regenerate any wound, albeit very slowly. That took forty cards of the one hundred I had allotted for upgrading my deck.

Next, I upgraded Elemental Bolts all the way from level one to level five for a whopping fifty cards. The level-five ability for Elemental Bolts was similar to the one for Fire Bolts. Like before, it gave me a random chance for a bolt to split, but now it also gave me two charges per cooldown of the new burst ability. So I could burst things close to me twice to knock them back and do moderate damage, or every time I cast a bolt—either the five at once or the five I could hold over a minute—they had a chance to split and make another bolt. It was decent.

I had ten cards left to upgrade with, so I upgraded my Sacrifice and my Steel Plates cards, my last two level-one cards. Sacrifice had no noticeable change from the upgrade, but Steel Plates went from three plates to four. That wasn’t amazing but was good enough for me.

After my week break, I felt refreshed and ready for more training. Prince Andrathath finally let me use my sword to spar with one of his guards as well, which was significantly more fun. The blades were sharp, but thankfully the elves were so far above me in skill that I was never in danger of really hurting any of them. Also, Toughness, or the equivalent elven card, was always there to protect us as well.

Prince Andrathath never sparred with me directly but instead watched closely and gave me pointers throughout. He also kept emphasizing how I needed to use the energy of the world to enhance my strikes, which I tried to do as much as I could. He began trying to teach me how to use the energy of the world to enhance my body as well, similar to a Strength or Speed card. I didn’t have much luck with that yet, but I kept diligently trying.

After a solid week of meditating, training with the sword, tending my growing garden, and selling items to the few passersby that came to visit, Eargobr finally returned from wherever he had gotten off to. He came stomping back toward the garden and poked his head over the barrier of cars and fencing to say hello.

I was excited to see him, and Prince Andrathath let me take a break to go catch up with him and see what he had been up to. Eargobr told me that he had been exploring south and followed the river to where it met the sea. He also told me there was a large city at the mouth of the river. It had a wide variety of races, including many humans. I was thrilled to hear that and grilled him for details for as long as I could before Prince Andrathath wanted me back at my training.

For the next several days, I couldn’t stop thinking about the city at the end of the river, and I finally asked Prince Andrathath about visiting.

“I think it is a good idea,” he said. “I am going to need to leave in about a month and I do not know how long I will be gone for. It will be good for you to travel and see more of your new world.”

“You’re leaving?” I asked, surprised.

“The winds of fate call me away for a time,” he said with a smile that I couldn’t decipher. Was he teasing me about fate again? Or did the “winds of fate” really call him away? Probably he just wanted a break to go find some hot elven babes or something. “What would you like to do to prepare before I leave?”

I thought about what I might need to learn from him before he left. His training had done a lot to help me feel more well-rounded and I appreciated feeling more physically confident than I ever had in my life, but I still didn’t feel quite self-sufficient.

“I enjoyed learning how to hunt,” I told him, “but I never really learned how to cook or skin and prepare the carcasses or even how to make a fire, really.”

Prince Andrathath nodded as I spoke. “We can teach you that before we go,” he replied.

“I was thinking maybe I would make a trip of it down to that new city,” I told him, thinking out loud. “Take my time and travel, explore, hunt a bit, things like that?”

Prince Andrathath smiled at me. “That is a great idea. It doesn’t do to stagnate in one place for too long, although you have made a good home to return to here.”

I felt a sense of excitement after I told him my plans and he agreed to help me. I wanted to feel more self-sufficient in this world. While the winter had shown me how good it was to have a community of people who helped each other out, it also showed how little I actually knew about surviving in this world. It wasn’t just about blowing things up; things like gathering food, cooking, and basic survival were equally important. I couldn’t always count on others to help me survive.

Prince Andrathath and I continued to practice in my garden for the rest of that morning and early afternoon, and then I opened my shop for the evening. I made a few sales to passing orcs, and Eargobr came by and sold me a few magical items he had collected during his travels and didn’t need. He also told me more stories of his adventures as we sat in front of my shop, enjoying the nice weather. I invited him to dinner and we caught up more over a meal in the backyard, which was very pleasant.

The next day, after my morning routine of watering and Mending my garden, Prince Andrathath had one of his guards take me out to the haunted woods and begin more intensive survival training than I had gotten over the winter. The guard’s name was Quickshot—I didn’t know if that was his actual name, a nickname, or even a title—and he was the hunter who had shown me a few things over the winter. This time, he didn’t go easy on me and began teaching me how to move quickly and silently (no relying on my Stealth card here), how to track and hunt game, how to start, maintain, and put out a fire safely, how to dress and cook game, how smoke the meat to make rations, and other survival tips.

We then returned to the garden for sparring in the afternoon, and I ended the night with more meditation. I was so busy that I ended up neglecting my shop quite a bit, but thankfully Eargobr said he was willing to play shopkeep for a bit and ran it for me when he was in town. He didn’t have nearly as much luck as I had been having lately with selling my goods, but he still made a few sales here and there. Queen Silverbolt and her posse came to visit a few times as well, but they saw how busy I was and didn’t stay long to chat.

Ichzzb’inor updated me one day on the hot water situation and said she might have figured out how to convert the hot water heaters in the apartments into functional appliances again. She had been experimenting on the one in her apartment and thought she had it figured out. I gave her the green light to make it happen if she felt it would work, and she said it would take a while to get to all the units. I told her not to make it a huge priority, since I was planning on leaving, and that she should still do whatever it was that she was doing around here and just get to it whenever she had the time.

She said she was planning to leave for a bit as well but would work on restoring the hot water heaters whenever she was back in town.

Other than that, the month of wilderness training passed quickly. By the end of it, I didn’t think I would be a hardcore survival guru or anything, but I felt passingly confident of my own survival if I left town. I was consistently successful in my hunts in the haunted forest. I learned how to make safe and hidden fires and how to dress, cook, and smoke the game so very little of the animal went to waste. I also learned how to skin the game we caught, although Quickshot said properly treating the leather and turning it into useful gear was a more complicated process than he had time to show me. Quickshot also showed me how to navigate by the stars and the sun, and I got passingly good at tracking, moving quietly, and sneaking up on prey. Quickshot had me tracking and sneaking up on vampires for practice, which I managed to do several times. I hoped none of the ones I killed were the vampire Steve who bought the romance novels from my store; even though he kind of creeped me out, he seemed harmless enough.

Finally, it came time for me to leave on my journey to the new city. My friends all happened to be in town at the same time. Did they plan that? It was hard to know with them.

We had a big farewell party in the garden to celebrate my departure. I felt like the trip I had planned had become a bit bigger of a thing than I had originally imagined, but everyone seemed excited about it, so I tried not to downplay it too much.

In the middle of the party, after drinks had been shared liberally, Prince Andrathath sat me down in the middle of the grass and told me that everyone had prepared a small gift for me to help me on my way. I tried to tell everyone they didn’t need to do that and that my trip was no big deal, but they all gathered around me and insisted on it. I felt tears welling in my eyes and had to look away for a second to gather my composure. Damn alcohol. It always made me sappy.

Prince Andrathath gifted me a large leather backpack—significantly better and larger than the pre-transition one I had been using. It was inscribed with elven runes and was gorgeously made. The elven runes were green and brown and were woven in the pattern of plants and animals up and down the stitching of the backpack. The top of the backpack was covered with a leather strap that could be secured to prevent any water from entering. It was big—bigger than my torso at least—but when I hefted it, the backpack felt lighter than I expected.

“It will protect anything you place into it from the elements,” Prince Andrathath told me, “and will reduce the weight as well. It isn’t a large amount, but when you have worn it for days on end, you will appreciate the smallest reduction in weight on your back.”

He smiled down at me and I stood quickly—and a little unsteadily—and gave him a big hug. He seemed surprised but patted me on the back and allowed me to hug him tightly. As I sat back down, I realized I didn’t really know if elves hugged or not. Maybe there was some taboo against touching. But I was so warmed by his gift I didn’t care that much.

Next, Eargobr gifted me a warm leather jacket to wear over my robes. It wasn’t fancy or magical, he said, but it would keep me warm as I traveled.

“Those puny robes,” he told me as I tried it on, “wouldn’t survive a week in the wilderness.”

I didn’t point out that I could just Mend the robes if anything damaged them, instead giving him a big hug as well. His massive arms and hands enveloped me, and I felt like a piece of meat being shoved into a can of minotaur sardines.

Queen Silverbolt surprised me even more by gifting me an exquisite bow made from some silvery metal and string that shone like starlight. I gasped when I saw it.

“My people,” she said, “may prefer our ray guns and technology, but we can still make a bow or two when needed. We used the last of the steel you purchased for the town to craft this for you.”

I picked up the bow and turned it this way and that. “There is no way this is made of steel . . .”

She smiled and only told me it was magic.

I inspected the bow itself and saw that, indeed, it was magical in nature as well as beautifully crafted.

Gnomish Bow of Starlight

Rare Power

Grants the wielder a slight bonus to aim, damage, penetration, and speed while they are using this weapon.

Grants the wielder a greater bonus to aim, damage, penetration, and speed while using this weapon at night.

Grants the wielder of this weapon a bonus for finding their direction by starlight and reduces the chances of the wielder getting lost at night.
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“It’s amazing, thank you,” I said, giving her a gentle hug.

Last, Ichzzb’inor presented me with a sword engraved with fiery runes. “I know the prince told you not to get yourself a magic sword. But everyone needs a good sword on their first journey.”

She looked blandly over at Prince Andrathath and he looked back with a smile as if he had expected no less. Now that he was playing this whole mentor-with-unknowable-knowledge schtick, it was increasingly hard to read him.

I thanked her profusely and inspected the sword.

Longsword of Flame

Uncommon Power

The wielder of this weapon may cause it to burst into flame for increased damage and a chance to inflict lingering burning damage to anyone struck by the weapon.

The wielder of this weapon may cause it to glow with fiery light that does no damage but illuminates a large area around the wielder.
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“My trip really isn’t that big of a deal,” I said, giving her a big hug as well. “It is just a week or so each way. I’ll be back before you all even notice I’m gone.”

“Nonsense!” Eargobr said. “This is your first big step out on your own. An adventure! Take your time and enjoy yourself. It is so nice to see my little human friend growing up right before my eyes.”

“Oh God,” I said, groaning. Everyone laughed and gathered their drinks in a toast to me. I felt uncomfortable but was filled with gratitude for these strange people who had come into my life.

“Don’t forget to keep up with your meditation and practice your forms every day,” Prince Andrathath said to me as everyone else downed their drinks.

“Yes, prince-dad-person, I will,” I promised him.

“Good,” he said, “because you have only learned the most basic of forms, but they will build the basis for the lifetime it takes to learn the rest—if you truly want to master what I have to teach you.”

“Ughhhh,” I groaned. “We really need to get you elves to start drinking. You make learning how to be a badass swordsman sound so boringgggggg.” 
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The next morning, after several Mends and a light breakfast to take care of my hangover, I came downstairs from my apartment to find my shop already open. I walked in and found one of the gnomes sitting on a stool behind the counter. He smiled as I entered and gave me a little wave.

“Uhhh . . .” I said, still feeling a little out of it. “What’s up?”

“Queen Silverbolt wanted me to let you know that everyone is going to chip in and watch your shop and the town while you are gone,” the little gnome said.

“Oh, that is super nice of you all. Thank you.”

“It’s no problem, sir!” the little gnome said.

“You are Quimble, right?” I asked the gnome.

He visibly brightened when I got his name right. “Yes, sir! Quimble McGadgetson III, at your service.”

I recognized him because he had a distinctive pair of eyebrows that were bigger and bushier than even the other gnomes’ were.

“Aren’t you the mech guy, too?” I asked him as I walked up to the counter.

“Yes, sir,” he said, giving me a fierce grin.

“That is some seriously sweet power you got there, dude.” I put my hand up for a high five.

The gnome stood up on his stool and high-fived me back. I smiled at the sight. It was strange how many cultural mannerisms were shared through whatever translation or universal language the gods had imposed on everyone.

We talked a bit more and then he directed me to the back of the store.

There, I found my backpack had been prepared for me even more than it had been the night before. It was full of dried meat and rations. It even had a new canteen that was more convenient to carry than my old plastic water bottles. My new bow was strapped to the side of the backpack, next to a quiver full of silver arrows. I also saw a hatchet and rope strapped to the other side of the backpack. On top was a large bedroll that was rolled up and tied on top of the flap that closed the backpack. I also added my journal, a large piece of blank paper for drawing a map, and a number of pens.

Next to it was my new sword in a sheath and the leather jacket from Eargobr. Smiling, I put on the jacket, strapped the sword to my waistband, and then hefted on my backpack.

I then spent a moment rearranging my cards for the journey to better balance them for travel through the wilderness. I had over 150 cards from the last month of trading, hunting, and killing monsters. I wanted to save most of them for my trip, and most of my main cards were already upgraded pretty high, so I only used a few to upgrade my physical cards, reasoning I was going to need them more than purely magical cards right now. My active deck now looked well-balanced to me.

Time Sense, Level 5

Haste, Level 5

Elemental Burst, Level 5

Elemental Bolts, Level 5

Mend, Level 5

Toughness, Level 5

Strength, Level 3

Speed, Level 3

Endurance, Level 3

Dexterity, Level 3

This way, I had all of the body-enhancing cards but still had my ace in the hole with my time cards and my magical cards to blow shit up if I needed to. I lost some of my utility without Sacrifice, Preparedness, and Bookworm, but the tradeoff seemed fair and I could always swap those in if I found myself in a situation where overwhelming magical destruction was needed.

That left me with ninety cards, so I left fifty with Quimble and asked him to pass on to everyone that they were free to use them to buy gear for sale in the shop, and then I packed the remaining forty for myself for trade and barter as I traveled.

Finally, feeling as prepared as I could hope for, I left my shop and began to hike south.

I didn’t rush, instead enjoying the feeling of freedom and adventure as I traveled. The first day was familiar territory. I traveled south until I hit the spider dungeon, skirting around that by a mile or so just to be safe, and then continued until the sun started to set.

I found a small grove of trees to spend the night in. There was a small population of aggressive insects hiding out in it, but I was able to clear them with no problem using my bow; I picked them off from afar, and then when they finally got the courage to charge out of the trees at me, I blew them up with an Elemental Bolts and an Elemental Burst. My level-five effect caused Elemental Burst to cast again on a second insect, killing it as well. I gathered my arrows, dragged the monsters’ corpses away from where I planned to sleep after looting fifteen shards, and then made camp.

It turned out my new sword made starting a fire extremely easy. I had spent all that time learning from Quickshot how to make a fire from scratch, and now I had a magic sword that did it in seconds. Prince Andrathath would probably tell me it was good not to rely on a magic sword because you never knew when you might lose it, but he wasn’t here camping alone for the first time in his life like I was.

Either way, it was very convenient and I planned to enjoy the luxury. I made a comfortable fire and ate some dry deer jerky for dinner.

Even when I felt prepared and had a full deck of magical cards, spending a night alone in the woods was pretty creepy. At first, I fell asleep fine, but I was woken up by the sounds of something large eating the insects I had left outside the trees. Whatever that something was let out a deep roar, and I could hear a nasty scuffle taking place just a few feet from where I was camping.

I crept as silently as I could toward the sounds of the fight, my bow in hand. When I got to the edge of the trees, I could see a large bear fighting one of the gnoll monsters. I watched as the two postured and swung at each other. The gnoll was trying to fight the bear with nothing but a crude spear in hand. I was rooting for the bear but didn’t want to interfere.

Finally, realizing his spear wasn’t doing anything to the bear, the gnoll backed away and left the bear alone. Not the smartest of monsters, gnolls. After watching the gnoll leave, the bear resumed his feast of the dead insect monsters I had left for him.

Turning away, I crept back to my campsite and waited to see if the bear would explore in here after eating. Thankfully, he never came near my camp, and after some time passed and I didn’t hear anything else nearby, I finally lay back down and tried to get some sleep.

The next morning, I was sore and tired from the restless night of sleeping on my bedroll on the ground, but a Mend, my Toughness and Endurance cards, and a breakfast of dried meat did a lot to restore me.

The next few days passed in a similar fashion. I took my time traveling, stopping to explore whenever I found something that caught my interest. I didn’t follow the river itself, instead just navigating by the stars to keep on a southerly path. I found other parts of small towns and cities transposed around the area—but never with any survivors. The parts of cities or towns were from all over the world, and I took some time to loot them before moving on.

The nights never got particularly restful, although I started to get more comfortable sleeping alone. I killed monsters whenever I came across them, and the further I traveled away from my town, the more often I encountered them. Judicious use of my bow and sword took care of most of the monsters. If I ever felt threatened, I just used an Elemental Bolts or Elemental Burst and called it a day. I never ended up needing to use my Time Sense card.

After three days of leisurely travel, I came upon a large forest spread out in front of me. I hadn’t been this far south before, so I didn’t know what to expect.

As I entered the forest, the first thing I noticed was that this one was not nearly as gloomy and dark as the haunted forest near my town. The sun cast rays of light through the boughs of the trees above me, giving the forest a golden glow. The trees were vibrant and alive with moss and small animals, and insects were everywhere. I took out my bow as I traveled and kept my eye open for something to catch for dinner.

I found a few new types of monsters in the forest, but most of the wildlife seemed relatively peaceful. A nasty demon-looking ape tried to ambush me, but I shot it with a few arrows and it tried to run away. I chased it down and killed it, less for the card it might give me and more because I only had a limited number of arrows and wanted them back.

The first night in the forest, I found a fallen log and made my bed inside. As I did, I remembered my battle with the deer monster, which had sheltered under a fallen log in the same way. It felt strange looking back and realizing how bloodthirsty I had been, but desperation, fear, and the trauma of the transition had definitely changed me. I had never really been in a fight before the transition; I was always likable enough to avoid angering anyone that much. Now here I was, hunting monsters and surviving alone in the forest. It was a heady change, for sure.

Nothing bothered me that night, and the next day passed with no real surprises, either. I managed to track and kill a deer as I traveled and decided to cut my travel short that day and spend it cooking up the deer meat and smoking it to replenish my supplies. I set up camp near a small stream that ran through the forest and spent a leisurely day cooking and drawing in my journal.

The next day brought a bit of a surprise my way. As I was hiking through the forest, admiring the beauty around me while keeping an eye out for aggressive monsters, I saw a number of houses through the trees in front of me.

As I moved forward cautiously, the forest opened up into a massive clearing full of identical-looking homes. I realized that the transition must have dropped a suburban neighborhood right in the middle of the forest. Every home was built in a similar pattern: two stories tall with a small backyard, a driveway with a minivan or SUV parked in front of it, and everything connected by a series of well-maintained roads and sidewalks.

I watched for a few minutes to see if there was any movement, but I didn’t notice anything. Creeping forward, I moved up to the first house near the tree line and looked through the sliding glass door that led into the house. It looked like the house had been looted already, but I could see no signs of violence or blood.

I cautiously explored more of the neighborhood and found there were over a hundred homes here, centered around a large playground in the middle of the suburb. I didn’t check every house, but many of them had doors left open and items strewn here and there as if there had been a hasty evacuation.

As I approached the playground, thinking it would be a good place to rest since I could see anything that came close to me, I felt that something was slightly off about the area. There was a swing set in the middle of the playground, and something about it was making me nervous.

Puzzled, I stopped and watched carefully. There wasn’t much of a breeze, but I noticed the swings moving slightly. Was the suburb haunted? Ghost children playing on the playground while their parents surrounded me in preparation for eating my soul? Or was I just being paranoid?

I glanced around quickly but didn’t see anything else that would give me the creepy feeling I was experiencing. I began to back away from the playground, deciding to rest somewhere else, but as soon as I took one step back, a nearby metal rocking horse whipped forward and tried to wrap itself around me.

I ducked and rolled away from the rocking horse, seeing with surprise that it was attached to a large gray tentacle of some sort. It swung through the air where I had been standing and then curved to follow me as I dodged it. I backed away quickly and invoked an Elemental Burst on top of the tentacle. It exploded, the limb bursting apart and severing the part holding the rocking horse, which fell to the ground, twitching slightly. A loud roar came from the center of the play area.

Glancing in that direction, I saw a massive head begin to rise from under the sand covering the center of the play area. As the head rose, other tentacles attached to playground toys began to rise all around the park.

“Damnnnn . . .” I said, watching the creature rise from the park. The monster was massive, at least several stories tall. It looked like a huge, deformed octopus. An evil land octopus?

Its gross, bulbous eyes turned toward me, and it thrust several of its tentacles in my direction. I invoked Haste and dodged them easily, then invoked an Elemental Bolts to send five bolts—plus a lucky split of three more—at the tentacles. They impacted the tentacles, but only where three bolts had struck at the same time was a tentacle severed.

Backing away, I waited a few more seconds for my Elemental Burst spell to come off cooldown and invoked it right on the massive creature’s head. The creature let off another massive roar but didn’t seem as hurt by the card as I had hoped.

The creature sent even more tentacles after me. I decided to stop playing nice and activated my Time Sense and Elemental Burst plus Elemental Bolts to send three of each at the beast. I targeted its head with my Elemental Burst card and its tentacles with my Elemental Bolts. Over twenty Elemental Bolts launched at the tentacles heading my way, thanks to some good splits, and the three Elemental Bursts exploded right in its face.

I severed several more of its tentacles, but not enough to stop three of them from whipping toward me. I dodged quickly, managing to avoid them, but the creature was now slowly moving toward me, and its back tentacles would soon be able to reach where I was standing as well.

“This is not looking ideal,” I said, backing away quickly and continuing to dodge the tentacles flying my way. As my cards came off cooldown again, I felt my back leg drop out from behind me and I fell backward over a curb. I tried to turn it into a graceful roll, but the stumble was enough for one of the tentacles to wrap itself around me tightly.

I screamed as it began to squeeze my body painfully.

“Motherf—” I groaned.

I activated my Elemental Bolts in the form of a blast and felt the tentacle around me explode. The tentacle bathed me in disgusting slime as it exploded, and I was dropped unceremoniously to the ground from several feet up. I landed painfully, and before I could try to stand, two more tentacles immediately swooped in to grab me.

I invoked the second Elemental Bolts blast, and those two tentacles also exploded.

Wiping my face, I quickly looked and saw that the creature was still approaching. I had managed to sever all of its front and side tentacles, but it still had four tentacles on its rear, and it was thrusting them my way.

I invoked an Elemental Burst on one of the tentacles, instead of on the creature’s face, and watched with satisfaction as that tentacle exploded. Three left.

I checked behind me to make sure I wouldn’t trip again and then began to back away from the slowly moving creature. It let out a roar at seeing me backing away and tried to move more quickly toward me.

I backed slowly down one of the streets and invoked my Elemental Burst and Elemental Bolts on its tentacles as soon as they came off cooldown. The creature stopped trying to chase me, likely realizing it couldn’t catch me since I hadn’t fallen for its trap. I stopped as well and glared back at the creature.

“What?” I said after the two of us stared at each other in silence for a moment. “Don’t like things that can fight back, eh?”

I grinned at the creature, which was a bit of a mistake because some of its nasty goo dripped into my mouth and tasted disgusting. Hopefully it wasn’t poisonous . . .

Seeing me smile, or realizing it was actually in trouble now that it was exposed and I could hurt it, the creature began to slither back toward the playground.

“Nah,” I said, “that is not going to happen, land octopus creature.”

I invoked another round of spells, targeting its head this time, and the creature roared in pain. Its only remaining tentacle tried to cover its face, but I exploded it with an Elemental Burst the next time it was off cooldown.

The creature, bleeding goo from numerous wounds now, kept trying to drag itself back into the pit it came from, but I followed it relentlessly, invoking my destructive cards over and over until it finally keeled over and died.

Once it was dead, I immediately cast a Mend on myself and my clothes to get the goo off me and start the healing process on my ribs and chest; they felt crushed after just a second of the monster squeezing me.

“Phoooo,” I said, exhaling. That was too close. If that creature had been just a bit faster, or if I had made the mistake of entering the middle of the park, it would have been able to catch me and kill me. Even the full power of my time cards wouldn’t have been enough if I had been surrounded by all its tentacles in the center of the park.

After spending a few minutes recovering, I stood carefully and made my way toward its corpse. It smelled disgusting, and I had to trek through its goo to get to it, but when I saw the card it gave me, I couldn’t help but smile.

Monstrous Growth

Level 1

Rare Power

Size matters.

Grants the caster the ability to increase their size to monstrous proportions for up to thirty seconds a day. Strength, toughness, and all other attributes are also increased to match the monstrous growth.
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This was the first rare card I had looted from a monster in nature. And it sounded like a doozy. I switched it out for my Haste card and invoked it. Suddenly, instead of staring up at the slowly deflating head of the octopus monster, I was looking down at it. I looked around and could see that I was taller than the two-story houses in the suburb. I lifted my hand and saw my fist was the size of a small car. I reached over to feel for my sword and realized that my gear had also grown in size. Which made sense. Otherwise, the card would tear all my clothes to pieces and I would look rather silly as a thirty-foot-tall naked man stomping around in the middle of the woods.

I drew my sword and marveled at how large it was now. The sword was absolutely massive—the size of a train car, at least. I felt like one of those robots from a Japanese anime! I swung the sword back and forth in front of me, resisting the urge to make laser sounds.

I invoked the fire runes on my sword and watched it burst into flames that stretched five or more feet into the air. I laughed maniacally, and my laughter was so loud it echoed off the houses around me. I swung the sword down and sliced it through the head of the octopus in front of me with a single swing.

As I did, the flames on my blade released a massive burst of foul-smelling steam from the creature’s corpse, and I fell back in disgust when it hit me in the face. The goo from the monster’s tentacles slipped under my boots and I found myself pinwheeling my arms to try to catch my balance.

Unable to stop myself, I fell backward and slammed down onto the pavement behind me. My head connected with the middle of the road, cracking and splintering the asphalt as if a meteor had struck it. My extra-large backpack did nothing to cushion my back, instead jamming me up into a painful position like a high-jumper trying and failing to get over the beam.

Dazed, I lay there until the card wore off and I returned to normal size.

“Well,” I said, my voice strained from the pain I was experiencing. “Watch out for tripping hazards and don’t play with fire swords. Got it. Lesson learned, universe. Thank you.”

I stood slowly and used another Mend on myself and my clothes—which were now covered in goo again—then put my sword away and gave the octopus monster the middle finger to make myself feel better.

Leaving the octopus monster, I finished exploring the suburb and found a community center next to the park. Here, signs of defenses had been set up. I swapped Haste back in and approached the building.

It looked like humans might have made a last stand here at one point, but several of the windows were busted open and there was no sign of people inside. No bodies either. I climbed in through one of the openings in the building and looked around.

Inside were a number of cots and beds set up around the central area. In one corner were shelves and tables full of nonperishable goods like cans of food and other supplies. In another, there was gardening equipment, axes, shovels, and other items that might have been usable as weapons.

There was no sign of blood, but the openings in the windows were about the same size as the tentacles on the monster in the park, so I had a good idea of what had happened to the survivors here.

Feeling sad at the sight, I finished exploring the area quickly. The saddest thing of all was finding a few coloring books and crayons next to several of the cots. Children? I hadn’t even thought about children surviving the transition. Ugh, fucking gods. How cruel.

Finding nothing else useful, I loaded some of the nonperishable food into my backpack and climbed back out of the community center.

“Fuck you, dude,” I said to the octopus’s corpse as I walked past it again. “You are a real asshole.”
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I didn’t want to spend the night in the suburbs, not only because of the sad story told in the community center, but also because the octopus’s corpse continued to stink up the place. So I hiked south at a more rapid pace than I had been moving the last few days until I found another stream, and then I set up my camp. I wrote in my journal to keep a record of what I found in the community center and then turned in early.

The trip that had taken Eargobr a week ended up taking me two because I took my time and enjoyed myself. Spring was in the air, monsters were easy and plentiful, and there were lots of sights to see as I traveled. I found more pockets of the old world, but nothing as grim as the suburban homes I had left behind. I hunted when I got low on supplies. I drew interesting animals or monsters in my journal when I stopped at night. The trip was enjoyable in a way that I had never experienced in my old life, being the shut-in that I was.

Eventually, all trips must come to an end, and mine came to a rather abrupt one when I found the edge of the forest. The forest, instead of slowly giving way to the sea as I had expected, ran right up to a large cliff that dropped rather dramatically into the waves. I could hear the waves crashing against the cliff below, and seagulls and other birds were cawing and swooping around the cliff face all around me.

I carefully approached the cliff and held onto a tree to peer over the side. Down below, I could see a rocky beach and watched as the waves receded and crashed into the cliff over and over. The cliff continued in either direction.

I reasoned that if I just followed the cliff to my right, I would eventually hit the river and the city Eargobr had told me about, so I stepped back from the cliff and set off in that direction.

It was a few more days before I encountered signs of the city. As I was walking through the forest, I could hear a large number of trees being cut. One of the trees toppled over and crashed to the ground. I continued forward and eventually came to a part of the forest that was being clear-cut. I watched from the tree line for a moment until I heard someone yelling at me.

“You, human!” a rough voice yelled at me.

I turned to see a red-skinned humanoid with two horns growing from his head. Pointing at me, he wore leather armor and carried a sword on his hip.

“Me?” I said, gesturing at myself with a smile on my face.

The red-skinned man did not seem amused. “Come out of the forest, now!”

Several other people had come at his words. One was another red-skinned humanoid, a woman this time, and some kind of sea creature that slithered on a tail like a snake but had a humanoid upper body. Its head was large and it had visible gills on both sides of its scaly neck, but it still seemed able to breathe out of water.

As I was inspecting the new arrivals, the three of them spread out in front of me. Trying to avoid any difficulties, I walked out of the trees with my hands raised.

“I am just traveling through and heard from a friend about a city in this direction,” I said.

The three of them inspected me as I stepped forward. They turned to look at each other, but I couldn’t read whatever thought they shared between them.

“The city is that way,” the red-skinned man said, pointing behind him. “Do not pass through this clearing. We are working here. Go around and find the city yourself.”

I frowned at his rudeness but nodded and began to walk around the outside of the clearing. “No problem. I’m not here to make any issues.”

The three watched me as I moved around them and walked into the woods to circle around the clearing.

I couldn’t help but catch a look at what they were doing in the clearing and saw a large number of humans working to cut down the trees and load them onto wagons. There were more guards protecting them, mostly red-skinned humans but also a few of the creatures with the gills and another creature that looked like a large, plump bird dressed in flowing robes.

I skirted around the clearing and continued toward the city without interfering. Less than an hour later, I arrived. The city was much larger than I had expected. It had been built—or had been transitioned, I supposed—into the cliffside and stretched down to the sea. The river ran next to the city and out to the sea. The city itself seemed to be tiered, and each tier was full of beautifully painted houses. It looked almost like the advertisements you’d see for the cities along the Italian coast, except bigger. There had to be at least a thousand houses perched around the river and sea.

The city was also in the process of building a wooden wall but hadn’t completed much of it yet.

As I approached, I saw a few people coming and going from the city, but most of them seemed to be at work on the wall or on other construction projects. There were a large number of humans working on the wall and buildings, and I felt excitement that so many humans had survived.

I picked up my pace a bit. A rough entrance was left in the wall near where the city met the river. I walked over and approached a number of guards standing around the opening in the wall.

“Hello!” I said as I approached.

The guards were all the red-skinned humanoids I had seen before. They all turned to stare at me as I approached.

“Who are you?” one of them asked, stepping toward me with a polearm in his hand.

“Hey,” I said, trying to be friendly. “I’m Jake. I heard about this city and wanted to come see it for myself. I am just traveling through.”

The guard frowned at me and looked back at his companions. “Three cards to enter, for a human,” he finally said after a moment.

“Three cards?” I asked in surprise. “Just to enter? What if I brought trade or wanted to buy things?”

The guard sullenly responded, “Three cards. Or leave.”

Sighing, I turned around to hide how many cards I had and pulled out three of my least valuable cards. I turned back and handed them to the guard.

The guard took them and stepped aside so I could enter.

“Fair warning, human,” he said. “Your kind can only sleep in the human district at the bottom of the cliff. Don’t try to sleep anywhere else. And if you are stopped by a patrol, comply with all requests or you will find yourself in trouble. Got it?”

This place didn’t sound nearly as fun as I had hoped, and what the guard was saying gave me a bad feeling in my gut, but I told him I understood and walked past.

I didn’t have to stay long if I didn’t like the place. I just wanted to see the city, trade a little, and maybe meet a few nonhostile or crazy humans, if time permitted.

The city itself was as beautiful up close as it had been from afar. Seagulls and other birds swooped and played above the city. The vibrant homes were decorated with beautiful artwork, and every house had a small garden full of food and flowers in the front yard, in window boxes, or on the roof. The people in this part of the city were all the red-skinned humanoids, the slithering ones, and the birdlike ones I had seen at the logging camp.

There were a few groups of humans traveling here and there, but they all seemed busy and were escorted by guards, so I couldn’t stop to chat. As I walked around the city, I couldn’t help but notice that the non-humans were staring and glaring at me as I passed, which made me uncomfortable.

I tried stopping at a few shops, but when I approached, the shopkeeps always turned away and ignored me if I tried to talk to them. I was getting the feeling this town was extremely unfriendly or just didn’t like humans—despite there being more humans around than I had thought possible.

Eventually, I made my way to the lower tiers of the city and found myself among more humans. Here, the houses weren’t as well-maintained, and the humans looked dirty, hungry, and a bit desperate. I saw mostly women and children, and they all stared at me as I walked past. They didn’t seem as hostile as the other races, but it was still uncomfortable to be stared at by so many.

The city had also been building a series of large docks that led out onto the sea here at the bottom of the cliff. On the water were a large number of boats, their sailors casting nets into the ocean and hauling up fish. Despite how unwelcome the city made me feel, it was a pretty ingenious setup and an obviously industrious city.

It was starting to get a bit late, and I still hadn’t seen anything resembling a hotel or place to sleep for the night, so I approached a group of women to ask them for directions.

As I walked up, they stared frightfully at me and I frowned in confusion. Before I could speak, one of the women said, “We don’t want any trouble, mister. Please don’t bring any down on us. Okay?”

“What?” I said, surprised by her defensiveness.

The women turned and hurried back into a nearby house.

The other humans were avoiding my gaze as well. What was going on here?

As I stood there, unsure of what to do, the boats that had been out on the sea started to return. I decided to watch them for a bit and hope that someone on the boats could direct me to a place to sleep. If I had to, I would just leave the city and camp in the woods again, but I didn’t want to pay the entrance fee twice if I didn’t have to.

The setting sun cast beautiful light over the sea as the boats returned to the docks and unloaded their catches for the day. Each boat had one of the fish humanoids as a guard, and everyone else was human. The fish men directed the humans in unloading their catch into crates set up along the dock. Once everything was unloaded, other humans grabbed the crates and began to carry them away from the docks.

I watched the process until the sun was almost completely gone. Realizing I was running out of time, I went to approach some of the men handing a few fish to a group of women when I felt a hand grab me by the shoulder.

“Human,” a voice said from behind me.

I turned to see one of the fish humanoids and one of the red-skinned ones. They were dressed in some kind of uniform and carried polearms. Each also had a sword on his belt.

“Yes?” I asked as I looked at them.

“Card inspection,” the one that had grabbed my shoulder said.

“What?” I asked, confused.

“Card inspection!” he said again, glaring at me.

“I heard you,” I replied, “but I don’t know what that means.”

“Any human in the city must allow a guard to inspect their cards at any time to make sure they are not carrying any outlawed cards,” the guard said gruffly. “Now summon your cards for inspection or we are going to have a problem.”

There was no way I was going to show these guards how powerful my cards were. They would probably try to take them from me.

“No,” I said.

“What?” the guard replied, surprised. The other guard tightened his hold on his polearm.

“I’m just a traveler passing through,” I said, trying to reason with the guard. “I am not a resident here.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the guard said. “Show us your cards for inspection and surrender any illegal cards, or we will make you.”

I looked around and saw we had attracted a bit of a crowd, but no other guards were nearby. The humans unloading down at the dock were still busy, and the guards protecting them hadn’t noticed anything going on up here.

“I honestly don’t think you could take them from me.” I turned back to the guards. “I am not trying to be difficult,” I continued before the guards could respond to my aggressive comment, “but I would rather leave your city than show you my cards. I definitely will not be surrendering any of them to you.”

“It’s too late for that, human,” the guard said. “You are in our city, and so we have the right to confiscate your cards.”

The second guard had stepped back and lowered his polearm toward me.

“Are you two really going to attack me? Just for standing here in the middle of the city. That’s absurd.”

The second guard had clearly had enough and lunged forward in an attempt to skewer me with his polearm.

I activated Haste and stepped around his lunge, then struck him across the jaw with my fist like Prince Andrathath had trained me. The guard immediately collapsed to the ground.

“Well,” I said, looking down at the fallen guard, “that was surprisingly effective.”

The first guard stared at me in shock. “You!”

“Are we done here?” I asked him.

He reached under his tabard, pulled out a whistle, and began blowing it over and over.

I sighed at him. “Really? You guys are freaking ridiculous.”

As I stood there, unsure of what to do, an older human man came running toward me, carrying a large piece of firewood as if it was a club. He struck the second guard over the back of the head. The guard was taken completely by surprise and collapsed onto the ground.

The older man gestured for me to follow him. “More guards will be coming,” he said. “Come with me if you want to live.”

“Oh my god,” I said, “you have got to be kidding me. I just wanted a little vacation!”

The older man led me through back alleys that wove between the houses on this tier of the city. After a few minutes, he slid down a ladder that led to the last tier, where the docks were located, and gestured for me to come down the ladder after him. Sighing, I turned and climbed down the ladder to follow the man.

“Can you please explain what is going on?” I asked him at the bottom of the ladder.

“Not now,” he said. “Once someone finds those guards, they will send the ravens to search the city with their magic to find you.”

The man turned and led me into one of the homes on this level. I followed him into a small, dirty house. It was empty, and the man frantically threw aside a rug on the floor before pulling up a secret door underneath it.

“Oooh,” I said, “secret doors. That is pretty cool.”

The man looked at me like I was crazy.

“Look,” I said, “I appreciate what you are doing for me, but I was just here to visit the city for a day. I can leave tomorrow and go back home. I doubt anyone will bother me once I am gone. I don’t want to get you in trouble or anything.”

The man lifted up the trapdoor. “You seem confident, and maybe you are more powerful than many of us, but there are hundreds of them. And they are very powerful. If you don’t hide, they will find you and kill you. Trust me—we have all seen what happens around here if a human ever gets too powerful. They do not stop until they have killed them and taken their cards.”

Thinking over my options, I didn’t really want to tangle with a city full of angry people trying to kill me. I could always swim away and try to find a way up the cliff, away from the eyes of the guards. Or I could use my Monstrous Growth and climb my way out . . .

Either way sounded like a bit of trouble, though, so I climbed down into the hidden door the man had opened.

The trapdoor didn’t have a ladder, but the floor was only a few feet down. I jumped in and the man pointed down the tunnel, in the direction of the cliff.

“Follow this tunnel until you reach a crossroads. Go right and follow that until you see light. Understand?”

I nodded at the man and ducked down to look in the tunnel. It was only a few feet tall, and I would have to crawl to get through it.

“Is this a trap of some kind?” I asked the man.

“No!” he said in exasperation. “If I wanted you dead, I’d have left you standing there next to an unconscious guard like an idiot.”

Figuring that was sound logic, I ducked down and began to crawl through the tunnel.

The man closed the trapdoor behind me and cut off the light into the tunnel. I considered pulling out my sword to light the way but didn’t know if it might shine through any holes or openings in the tunnel and expose me, so I decided not to.

I crawled forward for several minutes before the tunnel opened up around me. I felt around and found several other tunnels leading off from where I was kneeling. I took the right-most tunnel, as the man had directed.

I followed that for several more minutes until my eyes began to pick up a gentle light ahead of me. I continued until I came to a cloth hung across the tunnel. The light was coming from behind it.

I pulled the cloth to the side, revealing a large, open cavern that was well lit from glowing orbs along the walls. The cavern was full of humans, many sleeping or lying in a collection of rags that must pass as a bed here. As I pulled the cloth aside, many turned to stare at me.

“Uhh . . .” I said. “Hello.”

Several of the humans turned to each other in alarm, and a man with a dark beard approached me quickly.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Uhh . . .” I said. “An old man told me to come here. I got in trouble with the guards and he had me follow him. I’m not from your city and was just visiting for a couple of days.”

The man relaxed slightly, and the other people in the cavern turned to whisper to each other.

“Come,” he said. “You are safe here. We are also hiding from the guards.”

I followed him into the cavern. It was a naturally formed cave they had turned into a rough shelter that held about twenty people. At the far end of the cavern was a pool of water that gently lapped against the sides.

“We have been driven here by the cruel treatment of the non-humans,” the man told me as he sat me down near the pool of water. “They force us to do their labor for them and give us only weak cards. If any human gets a powerful or magical card, they force us to give it up under threat of punishment or death. We here are the few who have managed to save a magical card or have run afoul of the non-humans for stealing food or fighting back.”

I looked around the cavern. There were hundreds of non-humans up there and only twenty or so humans here who had been fighting back?

Seeing the expression on my face, the man sighed sadly.

“At first,” he said, “it wasn’t so bad. The ravens, humans, and naga got along well. They traded us for our magical cards and told us the best way to gain power quickly was to use physical cards to enhance our natural abilities. We worked to build this city together, and the ravens found a large number of humans in the area and helped them get here safely.”

I could tell he was about to launch into the entire sad story of this place and then tell me why I had to help them overthrow their cruel masters. I actually didn’t have a problem with the idea in concept, but this was all still very new to me. I was really not looking to get involved in something this serious.

“Look, dude,” I told the guy. “I need some time to adjust to all this. I just came here for a bit of a break. I didn’t expect to walk into such a mess.”

“Of course,” the man said. “Forgive me. Rest here if you need sleep and we can talk later. We have a few fish that we have been able to catch from the sea. They should still be edible if you need to eat.”

Some dried fish that looked barely edible sat on a rock nearby.

Sighing, I pulled off my backpack and dug out some beef jerky and a few cans of beans I had looted. I handed them to the man.

“Sorry,” I said, “I am not trying to be rude. I will hear about what happened to this place later. In the meantime, share this around. I think you all could use it more than I could right now.”

The other humans perked up at seeing the food I was sharing and rushed over to the man, who began to hand it out. As they ate, I felt sad that this was how they had to live.

I unrolled my bedroll and cleared a space for it in one corner. I lay down and took out my journal. I wrote a bit, trying not to feel too morose about the situation. Eventually, people began to settle down again and ignore me, and I felt a little more comfortable without all the scrutiny. A bit later, the man with the beard did something that dimmed the lights, and everyone gradually fell asleep around me.

The next morning, I shared the last of my food—which sure didn’t last long among twenty people—and then let the bearded man, who was named Alexi, finish his story about what had happened here.

Alexi explained how they helped build the city and had welcomed rescued humans. At first, it had been like a miracle. After the transition, so many people died and everything was so crazy that humans had no idea what to do. As the ravens and nagas helped them, they found humans from all over the world had been transported to the area and could somehow communicate with each other. Alexi himself was from Russia, he’d said.

All the while, though, nobody realized that the ravens—those were the birdlike humanoids—and the naga had been tricking them out of their most powerful cards. Eventually, the devils, the red-skinned guys—who weren’t actually devils, but that was the humans’ name for them—showed up as well, and the humans were significantly outnumbered. The three non-human races began to push the humans toward more and more manual labor, insisting that “guards” accompany them to protect them as they worked. That turned into the patrols to “inspect” cards, food shortages if humans didn’t work hard enough, and now the arrest or death of any human that spoke up, fought back, or was found with illegal cards.

I listened and didn’t interrupt him as he spoke. It sounded pretty terrible for the humans in the city. They weren’t strong enough to escape, and even if they did, they likely wouldn’t survive with only physical cards and no weapons or training.

When Alexi finished, the old man who’d helped me had arrived. He came and sat down with us and introduced himself as Father Michael.

“So what should I do from here?” I asked Alexi and Father Michael.

“Stay hidden for a few more days until the ravens give up searching for you,” Father Michael said. “The two guards that stopped you said you were hiding powerful cards, so the ravens are very interested in getting them from your body. We will keep you hidden and then try to smuggle you out of the city when we think it is safe.”

I hadn’t made up my mind about whether I wanted to just leave or try to help the humans here, so I agreed with his plan for now. I stayed in my corner of the cavern and practiced drawing the humans around me to keep myself distracted.

Alexi and several others fished in the pool of water, and whenever they caught something, one of them ran it out of the tunnels and came back later with a cut of smoked fish for everyone to eat. Alexi explained that the pool led to the sea outside; only the humans knew about it because one of the people who had transitioned in the town used to cave-dive here before the transition. They carved the tunnel system with their new physical cards to help them smuggle food and people away from the prying eyes of the non-humans.

I wondered if that first human I had encountered, Samantha, had been from here. Maybe she had managed to escape after assassinating guards and looting good enough gear to survive in the wilderness. It would explain her reaction when I mentioned I knew non-humans.

Several days passed, and Father Michael returned to tell me that the search for me seemed to have been called off.

“I’m not sure I want to leave just yet,” I told him. “I want to see a bit more of the city and see if I could do something to help you all.”

Alexi and Father Michael exchanged glances.

“We had hoped you might say that,” Alexi said, “but didn’t want to pressure you to do so if you did not want to help. We don’t know how much help you could even bring, but anything would be appreciated.”

Father Michael nodded as Alexi spoke.

“Can you disguise me so I can explore the city a bit more?” I asked.

“Yes,” Father Michael replied. “I don’t think the guards got a good look at you, and if we dress you differently, nobody would be able to tell you apart from another human. They struggle to differentiate between our kind as it is.”

Father Michael left to gather some nondescript clothing for me while I packed my weapons and distinctive armor into my backpack and set it in my corner. I also changed my Stealth card out of my bracer and instead placed my Monstrous Growth card in there for an oh shit! card if needed. I wouldn’t have any weapons, and if I was stopped and searched, I would be in trouble anyway; there was no way I was going out without my time and magic cards, so I decided to switch back over to my full magical combat deck. The only change was that I swapped in Stealth for Steel Plates. My Stealth was also only level two, so I upgraded it to level five for forty-five of my remaining cards.

I had collected quite a number of cards during my two-week trek to the city, so I still had sixty cards to spare, plus thirty-four shards I could combine if needed. The upgraded Stealth was worth the forty-five cards if I was going to be sneaking around the city. At level five, it gave me twenty-five minutes of stealth every hour, and the level-five upgrade increased my ability to hide and move silently while making me less interesting to anyone watching.

I used only weak monster cards to upgrade my Stealth card in case I decided to help the humans by giving them some of my cards. Right now, though, if I gave them some of the magical cards I had collected, they would probably just get caught or killed, so I held off. I did notice several of them watching me in awe as I upgraded Stealth, but I pretended I hadn’t noticed them.

Father Michael returned a while later with a pair of shoes, pants, a shirt, and a sweater that looked similar to what everyone else was wearing. I kept my own boots and pants, figuring they didn’t stand out too much. I left my robe in my backpack. I also wore my amulet and bracers under the sweater but left my circlet and ring behind. Alexi assured me that he would make sure nobody messed with my stuff. I didn’t fully trust him, but I figured if I really had to, I could be mean and throw my weight around until someone gave my items back.

After I got changed, Father Michael led me out a different way and I emerged back into the city.

“Whenever you need to return,” he told me, “use that house we first entered. There is a woman there most times who will hide you and make sure nobody sees you disappear.”

“What should I do now?” I asked him.

He looked up at the sun in the sky. It was still before noon. “Most young men like you are conscripted into one of the work crews, so walking around too much would look suspicious during the day. If you can lie low until the evening, you can join the returning men and learn more that way.”

I thanked him and bid him farewell before using my Stealth and leaving to explore the city. I could only use it for twenty-five minutes every hour, so when I felt the time was running low, I found a safe spot to hide, where I could observe the city and wait for it to recharge. I started by exploring more of the human area and listening to the women and children talk.

I was struck by what Alexi had said about the people being from all over the world. I saw humans of all races mixing and mingling as the women cleaned, sewed clothing, and prepared food. Everyone seemed to get along really well, and I couldn’t see any racial divide or resentment among people from different parts of the world. It would have been heartwarming if not for the circumstances.

I also couldn’t help but think the gender divide was particularly stupid, considering physical cards could make a woman as strong or stronger than any man. I didn’t want to give the human-oppressors any ideas, but it seemed like they could get just as much work out of the women as the men in this new world. Maybe the humans had set it up that way for some reason. Maybe they pooled their best physical cards in the men, and the women didn’t have many cards, if any at all.

I listened to the women and children chat but didn’t learn anything particularly useful. They mostly spoke quietly and avoided any topic that might get them in trouble.

Eventually, I moved into the upper reaches of the city. There, I used my Stealth and what I had learned from Quickshot to be extra careful while moving around. I needn’t have worried too much, though; the city was so large and full of nooks and crannies that it was fairly easy to get around with judicious use of my Stealth time.

There, I learned a bit more about the non-humans that made up the city. The ravens seemed to be focused on magical cards, while the devils (or tieflings, as I heard one of the ravens call them) were more physical. The naga were a mix of both. The naga women walked around without shirts and were very . . . generously proportioned, although covered in green and blue scales. I tried not to stare but couldn’t help but think it had been a long time since I’d had a girlfriend. At least a year before the transition, and now several months. Ugh. Not something to start thinking about right now.

I snuck all the way to the upper tier of the city and saw that most of the non-humans were living life to the fullest, with plenty to eat and rather sunny dispositions. Many of them were smiling, laughing, clearly enjoying their existence at the top of the food chain on Earth right now. After seeing how the humans lived compared to them, I definitely felt like doing something.

I made my way back to the human tiers as the sun set, and when the men returned, I stopped using Stealth and walked around like normal. Thankfully, there were so many humans that the guards weren’t really harassing anyone for card inspections, so I had no problems.

Father Michael found me and invited me to dinner with a nearby family. I joined him gladly, feeling pretty hungry after a day of exploring the city. The family turned out to be an African man and a Chinese woman who had met after the transition. The man was one of the lead fishermen because he had worked on commercial fishing boats before the transition. They were kind, and I appreciated them sharing their meager food with me.

I asked Father Michael if he could get me into some of the work crews for the next day. He assured me he could get me placed anywhere except for on the fishing boats, because the naga would be able to tell I didn’t know what I was doing.

We arranged for me to join the wall-building crew for the next day. I woke up early and met the wall crew in the designated spot as the sun was just rising. A pair of devils handed out water and thin porridge to everyone and then led us up the tiers to the wall. The work was exhausting, although I had swapped in my physical cards to make it a bit easier, and the food was unappetizing and bland, but they did give us a small break for lunch and dinner before escorting us back down to the human tiers.

The next day, I joined the lumber work crew, and the day after that, I worked cleaning the upper city. It was boring physical labor, and if I had been transitioned near this city, I would have cursed every single day that the gods had done this to the world.

By the end of the three days I spent working with the other humans, I asked Father Michael to meet with me and Alexi that night in the cavern.

“So,” I said once he joined us, “this is definitely a big pile of dog shit.”

Alexi gave me a weary smile and Father Michael just looked at me expectantly.

“I really don’t know what all I can do on my own,” I said, “but I have an idea of how to help if you are interested.”

“Yes, Jake,” Father Michael said, “we will do anything to help our people escape this place.”

“How many people do you think would be willing to fight if they were given the chance?”

“All of us,” Alexi said. “Men and women. We are just biding our time for our chance.”

“Okay,” I said. “Well, here is my idea. Let me know what you think.”

We spent the rest of the night planning and discussing our options. I snuck out of the city to hide my gear where I was sure nobody would be able to find it. The next morning I awoke after just an hour or two of sleep and joined the lumber crew again. This time, though, I saw Alexi and the man who had cooked dinner for me the other night, as well as a slew of grim men that looked ready for more than just a day of chopping trees in the woods.
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The guards came and fed us all breakfast, and then we hiked up the tiers of the city and out to one of the lumber camps. When we reached the lumber camp, everyone went to work under the direction of the guards like normal. I made sure to work by the wagons, where the guards were closest to the city.

As everyone settled into their work, and the rhythmic tock tock tock of axes against the trees began, I turned to the two guards nearest to me and invoked an Elemental Burst on one of them. He exploded so quickly he couldn’t even scream, and a second Elemental Burst chained to the guard standing next to him.

At the sound of the explosions, the other guards all turned to look at where the two guards had been standing. All they saw was the lingering fire, ice, and stone from my card.

“Attack!” one of them yelled, running in the direction of where the guards had died. The rest drew weapons and followed quickly after the first guard.

I stood up on one of the wagons nearby to make sure that I could see all the guards, and then I invoked an Elemental Bolts, followed by a Sacrifice and another Elemental Bolts. The first invocation sent out eight balls of red and blue spinning energy toward the ten remaining guards. The next invocation sent seven more immediately after. The guards didn’t stand a chance. The only guard that survived the initial onslaught was the raven guard, who had some kind of magical shield, but it broke after the first bolt hit it. The two bolts that followed killed him soon after.

The humans, who had been prepared for the violence, were standing and staring at where more than ten guards had been standing moments before. They broke into a cheer when they realized the guards had been killed.

Alexi jumped up onto another wagon nearby. “Quickly! Grab their gear and armor and all the axes you can and let’s go!”

The men rushed to comply. I stood and watched as they stripped the guards, looted them, and then grabbed up whatever they could carry from the supplies on the wagons.

The man who had been generous enough to share his food with me, whose name I learned was Nebiyu, came up to me, carrying one of the guard’s polearms and ten looted cards.

“Do you want these?” he asked me.

“No,” I said. “You all will need them soon. We can divide them tonight and see what we have.”

He saluted me with the polearm in his hand and rushed off.

Alexi quickly finished organizing the men, and we rushed off into the forest. I had us stop so I could collect my gear, which I had stashed the night before, and change back into my full outfit. Then I led the men deeper into the forest.

We needed to lose any of the ravens that came after us, and we had most of the day to get ahead of them, so we moved quickly through the forest. With thirty men, it was hard to go quietly. We disturbed a fair number of monsters as we passed, but with my help, the men had no problem taking care of them.

As we ran, I couldn’t help but laugh at how ridiculous this whole situation was. I had gone from a lazy store clerk to this? Was I going to be Robin Hood all of a sudden? But when I pictured what was going on in the town, I knew I couldn’t really stand by and do nothing. It was all just happening so suddenly, and I felt strange as we ran through the forest, preparing to play rebel insurgents against alien invaders. When I stopped to think about it, it really was quite a ridiculous thing to be doing.

We stopped briefly to eat the meager lunch the guards had prepared for us and then continued on for the rest of the day. We only stopped briefly at night to eat again and then traveled by moonlight through the forest.

I realized that traveling at night with over thirty people wasn’t the most intelligent of ideas as I heard a scream ring out in front of me. I rushed forward and found a creature mauling one of the men while others stabbed it and tried to pull the man from its jaws. I jumped forward, and with my enhanced body cards, I managed to kick the creature’s head hard enough to daze it. The men finished it off, and I quickly turned and invoked a Mend on the injured man.

He was in rough shape. His leg was shredded from the thigh down, and he was losing a lot of blood. I invoked all of my remaining Mends on him and wounds began to close, but he didn’t regain consciousness.

Alexi had several men pick him up and carry him with us. After getting some distance from the creature, some kind of night leopard, we set up camp. As the men fell asleep, exhausted, I went back and butchered the leopard and then cooked it for everyone.

Everyone was extremely grateful for the warm food and the rescue, and it was very heartening to see so many friendly human faces around me. Alexi set a watch schedule and ran the camp with professional ease. I suspected he had been military before all this. After eating, we all fell asleep, except for the guards, who watched over us.

Alexi woke us early and we set out again through the forest. After several days of rapid travel and little rest, we reached the suburban homes I had passed through previously. We had seen no sign of pursuit so far.

I showed the men around the neighborhood and then let Alexi get them all settled in. The disgusting octopus monster had been eaten by wildlife, so the smell was mostly gone, which I appreciated.

The supplies in the community center would help the men recover from the frantic trip up here, and there was plenty of water from a nearby stream. I felt more energized than the men, thanks to my upgraded cards, so I went out and hunted down a deer and a few rabbits to help stretch our rations.

Leaving the food to be cooked by the men, I then scouted back along our trail and tried to hide our passing as much as possible. I made a cold camp for the night along our path, and the next morning, I continued backtracking toward the city.

After several hours of travel, I finally found the trackers I had suspected were following us. I switched to my spell-casting deck and activated my Stealth card as they approached.

At least thirty guards were following our trail. Five of them were ravens as well. It was a significantly larger force than I had been hoping for, but I couldn’t let them reach our hiding place.

From stealth, I targeted the first raven with an Elemental Burst card while also invoking an Elemental Bolts on the closest guards. My Elemental Burst, doing double damage from my Preparedness, killed the raven I had targeted and then chained to a nearby guard. Sadly, it didn’t chain to another raven, but I would take what I could get. As my Elemental Bolts spun out of the trees and struck the guards, several of them yelled, “Ambush!” and tried to duck for cover.

Unfortunately for them, my bolts followed them down and finished off a number of them. The ravens turned toward where my bolts had come from. Several fired bolts, and some kind of dark black ray shot toward my location. I activated Haste and released my Stealth before dodging around several trees to reposition myself.

The melee guards jumped up at the sight of me and began to run in my direction. I ran through the forest to keep space between me and the guards. When my cooldowns came up, I cast another Elemental Burst on a raven, which killed it and chained to another raven nearby, killing that one as well. I invoked my Elemental Bolts at the guards closest to me, and they all scattered and ducked, trying to avoid the bolts of deadly energy.

Two ravens were left alive. I used my Time Sense to pause everything for seven seconds and then invoked another Elemental Burst on the raven furthest away from me. He exploded, and my card chained to the other raven, since it was the only one still standing that far away from me.

Grinning, I then activated my bracer holding my Monstrous Growth and felt myself shoot upward rapidly until I was the size of the trees around me. I looked down and saw the guards staring up at me in shock. I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a small laugh at the sight of them as I stomped forward.

Resistance, as they say, is futile, especially against a giant, angry human who is very determined to squash you with his big old feet.

The guards, all having nothing but basic physical-enhancement or attack cards, stood no chance.

Afterward, I looted all of their cards to see if any were worth saving for myself, but even the ravens’ cards weren’t super impressive, so I made my way back to the suburbs. Once I made it back home, I told Alexi what happened and he organized a group to help me gather the guards’ armor and weapons and carry it back to camp.

That night, the men celebrated their freedom over a large bonfire. With the loot from the pursuing group of guards, everyone now had some armor to wear and a weapon to use. We looked through all the cards from the various guards we had killed, and I shared out the monster cards I had brought with me for trade, figuring it would be selfish to hold them back at this point. Alexi helped the men pick their cards and builds to make them better fighters.

We had enough magical cards to let six of the men become focused on spell cards, if they wanted. Alexi already had a few spells, he told me, so he became one of them. The others were selected by Alexi from volunteers. The rest of the men got a good complement of melee abilities and physical-enhancement cards.

At some point during the celebration, I ended up seated next to Nebiyu around the fire and asked him a question that had been on my mind.

“Is your wife okay that you are out here doing this with us?” I asked. “This could end very poorly for us all.”

He smiled at me and gestured down at the polearm he carried with him everywhere. “Jake,” he said seriously, “Hannah is pregnant with my child. She wants me here more than I wanted to go. To make sure our child is not raised in that pit of slavery. You have given us this chance, and I will take it to make a better life for her and my child.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Plus, if we could have smuggled her out of the city with us, she would be here right now! She is very fierce.”

Nebiyu laughed and I tried to smile back at him. Listening to his words, I couldn’t help but feel like a bit of a tourist. I felt like I was observing everyone’s suffering but not truly experiencing it myself. I had enough power at this point, especially compared to the other humans, so this was all more of an adventure to me than a life-or-death struggle, as it was for everyone else. I felt bad for how casually I was taking everything.

The next morning, Alexi explained the rest of the plan to the men. I would go scout the forest for the closest dungeon we could find. I reasoned there had to be one or two in this forest, and I was hopeful I could sense it if I got close enough, given my increased sensitivity to the energy from my meditations. Meanwhile, Alexi would work on training the men in using their cards and weapons and fighting in the forest.

Once we found some dungeons for them to farm, they would train up and gather cards and gear to gain more power. When they were ready, we would begin to smuggle humans out with the help of Father Michael. We’d bring them to our base here in the forest and would be prepared to defend ourselves if the non-humans found out what we were doing.

Every one of the men agreed with the plan wholeheartedly.

I set off and began exploring the forest around the suburbs. I also took the opportunity to kill as many monsters as I could so they wouldn’t bother the others. At first, I was so distracted by thoughts of what was going on that it was hard to focus on sensing the energy of the forest. Eventually, I had to stop and just meditate to clear my head. I wasn’t doing anyone a favor if I was so distracted I missed a dungeon nearby. After meditating for a couple of hours, just focusing on calming my mind and feeling the forest around me, like I used to feel my garden’s energy, I felt good enough to restart my search.

I opened myself up to the energy around me, much in the way Prince Andrathath had taught me, but without meditating, just moving quietly and steadily through the forest, trying my best to feel the energy around me. I tried looking for a spike of energy or some other disturbance that felt out of place compared to the forest itself.

As the day progressed, I couldn’t sense anything that felt like a dungeon. I was worried that I was doing something wrong, but something must have been working because I started being able to tell when monsters were nearby. I could sense their energy before they showed themselves, although I couldn’t sense them from very far away. I knew it was possible to sense dungeons like this because Eargobr had told me that was how he found the dungeons around my town.

I returned to our camp at dusk, unsuccessful but carrying a handful of new monster cards and a deer I had killed on my way back.

A week passed like that, and while the men were training with Alexi and hunting monsters in the forest, I became frustrated at my lack of progress in finding a dungeon. If push came to shove, I could always lead the men up to my dungeons, but I wanted them to be able to train closer to our camp and the city to the south.

Finally, on my seventh day of searching the forest, I felt a disturbance that I hadn’t felt before. When I followed the energy, I saw a large ant hill in front of me. Several oversized ants, the size of large dogs, were moving in and out of the hill. I watched, unsure if this was a dungeon or just a natural monster den of some kind.

As I approached, the ants turned and began moving their large antennae at me aggressively. I waved back at them, but that didn’t seem to calm them down.

I continued forward, and several of the ants charged me. I killed them with chained Elemental Burst invocations and finished off the rest with an Elemental Bolts invocation before they could get to me. Sorry, guys. Don’t mean to be a bully, but I really need to see if this is a dungeon or not. I doubted the ants felt any better that I felt bad for killing them.

At the top of the ant hill, I looked down inside and saw what I had been hoping to see: the swirling energy of a dungeon. This one was yellow and tan and matched the color of the ants that had just attacked me.

I jogged quickly back to the suburbs and informed Alexi. I led him, Nebiyu, and two others back to the dungeon to show them the way. When we got there, several more ants were wandering the area outside the dungeon again. I let the men kill them for easy experience and then showed them the dungeon entrance.

I explained how most dungeons worked: several mini bosses and a final boss, no loot until the end. Since loot was sometimes tailored for your build, I told them to pay attention to what they got. I also told them they might get a bonus of some kind if the dungeon was being cleared for the first time.

And I explained that dungeons had limits to how many times they could be run in a day. If this was a low-level dungeon, likely only five people a day could run it.

They all wanted to run it right away with me so I could show them how it worked, and I decided it couldn’t hurt to go with them. I hadn’t originally planned to run the dungeon, thinking I’d save the loot for the others, but it had been a while since I had delved a dungeon and this one seemed interesting enough.

One of the men had a sword and shield, Nebiyu and the other man had halberds, and Alexi and I brought the spell cards. It was a balanced enough group, so we should hopefully be fine. After everyone was ready, we climbed into the dungeon one after the other.

Inside, we found ourselves in a roughly carved tunnel that ran downhill at a sharp angle. The walls seemed to be formed from the same dirt as the forest floor. The dungeon gave off a gentle light that illuminated everything, just like the other dungeons I had been in.

I let Alexi and the others take the lead, since this was mostly for them to learn the ropes, and I played more of a support role as we progressed.

Things started a little rough, with the men stumbling over each other and getting in each other’s way, but Alexi was a good leader and straightened them out pretty quickly. The sword and shield guy stood in the center of the tunnel while the two with halberds stood behind him on each side. When the ants came charging at us, the shield guy took the brunt of their attack while the halberdiers poked and prodded the ants to death. Alexi, meanwhile, stood back and unleashed various spells at them until they died.

It made me wish I had ended up questing more with my friends, because being a caster who got to just stand in the back and blow things up was significantly less stressful than running a dungeon by myself.

The first mini boss was no problem; it was just a larger ant, and the group was able to kill it with ease using the same positioning and tactics. The second mini boss turned out to be a swarm of small ants that I ended up helping out with because Alexi didn’t have a very powerful multi-target spell and the rest of the men didn’t have any area attacks at all.

The final boss was a queen ant sitting on a throne made of mud. She looked disturbingly humanlike, but she didn’t speak before she began casting earth spells at us. The men got a bit banged up from her, but they managed to finish her off without my help. I did invoke a few Mends at the end to keep them up but didn’t do anything directly to the queen.

The loot was great for the men, and they excitedly showed each other what they had received. My loot ended up not being an upgrade, so I gave Alexi the cards and a pair of bracers that magnified healing cards.

After we finished, I led them all back to the suburbs and listened as they told everyone about the dungeon. It was nice to see their excitement and happiness.

I let Alexi lead the men on dungeon runs for a few more days until they all had a chance to complete it at least once. I spent my time hunting to make a stockpile of food for them. Once everyone had some experience, gear, and a few new cards from the dungeon, Alexi and I led the men back toward the city to carry out part two of our plan.

On our trip back, I let the men hunt monsters and didn’t interfere unless I felt they were in danger. They were much more confident now that they had real cards to use and some actual training from Alexi.

When we arrived at the outskirts of the city several days later, I scouted ahead using Stealth to make sure no ambushes had been set for us. Not finding any, I returned to Alexi to let him know I didn’t see anything nearby. I found that the logging camp was abandoned, probably for fear that we would free more humans.

We waited in the woods for night to fall, and once it did, the men and I snuck forward to the edge of the cliff, where there was still a good amount of forest cover. There, Alexi tied a rope to one of the trees and lowered himself over the side of the cliff.

The men and I waited for at least an hour before I felt a tug on the rope. As soon as I felt the tugging, I woke the men who had been drifting off a bit and we pulled the rope up as quickly as we could. Father Michael and Alexi had come up with the plan to smuggle people out through the cave, and I thought it was genius. The water was cold, but Alexi assured us he could manage it and that people would be willing to swim with him to escape the city. The biggest worry was the waves crashing against the cliff, but Alexi came up with a way of making a few flotation devices for people before bringing them out of the cave.

As we finished pulling up the rope, I saw that Alexi had made a harness of sorts on the end, and there was Hannah, Nebiyu’s wife, grinning at us all in the dark as she climbed over the edge of the cliff. Nebiyu ran forward and gave her a big hug, and I shooed them away and lowered the rope down again. She was dripping wet but clearly happy to be free. She and Nebiyu began to whisper to each other excitedly.

We pulled up twenty more people, then finally Alexi, just as the sun started to rise around us. When I pulled up Alexi, he was clearly exhausted and freezing cold from spending so much time in the water. Some of the men ran forward with blankets we had salvaged from the suburban homes.

“There are plenty more where that came from,” Alexi said to me as we led everyone deeper into the forest. He was shivering and pale, but I knew he had taken some physical-enhancement cards into his deck to help with this part, so hopefully he would be alright. I cast a Mend on him just in case.

Alexi posted guards and I made several small fires, hiding them enough to hopefully not draw attention once we were deeper in the forest. Everyone tried to get as much sleep as they could. Around noon, everyone had woken up, even after an exhausting night of hauling people up the cliff, so Alexi designated ten men to lead the people we had smuggled back to our base. Hannah and several other women insisted on staying and demanded that we give them useful cards because they wanted to fight.

I could tell Alexi was hesitant, but I immediately handed over my spare cards from hunting and told them to pick any they wanted. Alexi quickly followed suit and handed over the rest he had been carrying.

“In this world,” I told him quietly as the women were looking over the cards, “all of us humans are the weakest creatures around. The cards give us an edge, and we need everyone we can get to help us.”

He nodded in acceptance of what I was saying, but he didn’t look very happy about it.

The next night, we smuggled more people out of the city with no problems.

We continued our smuggling operation for over a week until one night Alexi came back to tell us that the non-humans had started to suspect something was wrong when they noticed so many women and children were missing. We had managed to get over 150 people out so far, including all of the children. Only a few women and the rest of the men who were working daily under the non-humans were left in the city.

We had teams leading the people we rescued back to our base, and Nebiyu and several others had stepped forward to train anyone willing to fight. They helped them run the dungeon I had found and shared cards and equipment with anyone who wanted them. Our forces had grown from thirty desperate men to almost a hundred men and women willing to fight. And most of them were very pissed-off women, since we hadn’t been able to rescue any of the men yet. Alexi still seemed uncomfortable with watching them train and fight monsters, but I thought it was awesome. Nebiyu had no problem training the women, and his wife quickly became a leader among those who wanted to fight.

Now that the non-humans had started to figure out what was happening, it was time to move to part three of our plan. We moved back into the forest and gave our fighters a day or two of rest while we waited for the ones back at our base to meet us.

It was getting harder to disguise over a hundred humans near the city, so we had to move deeper into the forest to keep a low profile. When we were ready to move, Alexi led a team of our best fighters over the cliff, back through the cavern, and into the city.

Meanwhile, I led our casters forward toward the city and left the other fighters hiding behind us in the forest. When we got close, we spread out in front of the city and at my signal began bombarding the partially completed walls and buildings with our spells.

As the explosions from our spells struck the wall, an alarm began to sound from the city gates. After several more rounds of explosive cards, the gates and buildings nearby began to catch fire, and devils and nagas began congregating at the entrance, trying to figure out what was going on. We continued to set ablaze anything within our reach until a squad of soldiers got organized enough to come charging toward us.

“Back up!” I yelled. Everyone began to retreat while invoking their spells at the soldiers as they charged toward us.

When we got to the tree line, we stopped invoking spells and turned and ran quickly through the forest. The soldiers behind us didn’t slow and began to chase us through the trees. I glanced back. About twenty of the non-humans that had survived our bombardment were chasing us.

When they got about a hundred feet into the forest, I turned to face them.

“Now!” I yelled. As soon as I did, the other casters turned and began to invoke destruction on the poor soldiers. From the bushes, a swarm of women jumped up and began pummeling and tackling the guards.

In seconds, the guards were killed. Once the last of them fell, everyone broke into cheers.

Doing my best Alexi impersonation, I told everyone to calm down and loot the bodies before more soldiers came to get us. Everyone quickly quieted down and began to do as I said.

Once more of our people were equipped, and after a hasty exchange of cards to get the most useful ones into the right hands, we moved back toward the city. This time, the light that hung over the entrance to the city showed me a large number of ravens standing near the burning wall and at least another fifty guards standing with them.

They seemed hesitant to charge into the forest after us—they’d probably heard the screams of their dying compatriots—but they were watching the forest keenly.

I stepped forward from the trees to draw their attention.

Watching a large number of hostile people staring at you is a uniquely terrifying experience. I had experienced it the first time with the orcs, and now here I was, being a complete idiot by doing it again. I walked out of the forest, and goosebumps broke out on my neck as the ravens and other non-humans all turned to look at me. I had to stop myself from showing my nervousness. Everything had become a bit more real to me than playing Robin Hood in the forest. Even if I was confident I could survive this, the naked aggression on the faces of so many people staring at me was intimidating.

I took several steps forward, and several archers and the ravens readied themselves in case I attacked. Instead, I cupped my hands over my mouth and yelled as loud as I could. “We wish to parley! Send your representative to discuss terms or we will continue to burn your city every night until it is no more.”

I watched as the soldiers and ravens turned to each other in confusion. Several of the ravens began to talk animatedly. I waited patiently for them to make a decision. I didn’t think they’d come attack us in the forest at night, but if they did attack us in force, they might be too powerful to handle. I hoped to distract them without completely provoking them into attacking us.

After several minutes, a larger and older-looking raven stepped forward from behind the line of soldiers. The raven was accompanied by a female naga and a male devil that walked slightly behind the raven as they all approached where I was standing.

I stepped forward to meet them halfway between the forest and the city. I was sweating and my stomach was tying itself into knots as I walked closer to the army by myself.

We stopped about ten feet from each other and I tried to appear confident and in control of the situation, despite feeling anything but those things. I watched as they glared at me and gave them my best smile in return.

“What do you want, human?” the raven finally asked, realizing I wasn’t going to speak first.

“We demand the release of all the humans in your city,” I told him, “or we will burn your city to the ground.”

The three of them stared at me in silence.

“If you burn it to the ground,” the female naga finally said, “you will kill the humans inside as well.” Her voice was beautiful and melodic, but her tone was cold and uncaring as she spoke so casually about humans being killed.

I shrugged in reply. “Better they die free,” I said, pulling my reply from the many heroic movies I had seen in the past, “than live as your slaves. And I suspect you may find them significantly less cooperative if they find themselves pushed into a corner. We humans can endure a lot, but when our backs are against a wall, we do not hesitate to fight back.”

The three exchanged looks, and I could tell that comment had hit a nerve. And so it should; they had a large population of very angry humans in the middle of their city. And now a force outside it as well. It was really a very bad situation for them, tactically. They had to realize that.

“We will simply kill you,” the raven said, “and your few followers in the forest. Then the humans in the city will know it is hopeless to fight back.”

I wasn’t sure if these guys had seen the same movies, but they were doing a great job with the evil villain dialogue.

“You can try,” I said, smiling at the raven, “but we have already killed the guards at your lumber camp, the force you sent to take us back, and the idiots that chased us into the forest just now. How many more of your kind can you afford to lose? This is all you brought with you onto this world, isn’t it?”

The raven narrowed his eyes at me, clearly angered by my flippant response.

“We will consider your terms,” he finally responded. “We will let you know when we have decided.”

He turned to go back to the city, but I couldn’t afford to have him going back so quickly in case they discovered the other part of our plan.

“Or,” I said, “we could settle it with a duel.”

The raven turned back to me with a scornful look in his eyes. “A duel?”

“Yes,” I replied. “You and me. If you win, my force agrees to surrender. If I win, you agree to release all the humans in your city to me.”

The raven cawed at me, which I took to be how the creature laughed. “Pathetic human. You have no idea who you challenge. I am Fesertur Li’Ghetrylun, the grand magister of this expedition to your filthy planet. I have studied the cards for more generations than you humans have known how to properly wash yourselves. You stand no chance against me.”

I gave him a wan smile. “So then, no problem accepting my duel then, eh?”

He turned around and spoke with the other two quietly. When he turned back, he nodded his beaked head at me. “Fine. We agree to your terms, human.”

He cawed again in laughter.

The other two walked back to the waiting soldiers, and the raven, whose name I wasn’t even going to try and pronounce, stared at me as we faced off against each other.

We continued to stare at each other for several moments, which I felt a bit uncomfortable about, until I felt energy well up inside him as he began to target me.

I activated my Haste and moved quickly to the side, but I felt his card continue to target me, and before I could react any further, I felt the energy explode around me. Thankfully, it was quickly absorbed by my Amulet of Spell Absorption, so I knew it was at least level ten or below. I responded by invoking an Elemental Burst and Elemental Bolts at him.

Both of my spells bounced off a thick magical shield that enveloped the raven. He started cawing at me again in laughter when my spelled did nothing to his shield. Jerk.

I felt him invoke another spell, and before he could finish, I used my Time Sense and chained every Elemental Burst and Elemental Bolts at him and Sacrificed Preparedness to cast another Elemental Burst at the end as well. When I unfroze time, a wave of fire, ice, earth, and air exploded in front of me and began to strike him where he stood. My Elemental Bursts exploded all around him, making it impossible for me to see if he was still standing. My Elemental Bolts spun through the air in a dazzling display of firepower, ready to strike where the raven had been standing over and over again.

After a moment, the air cleared enough for me to see the raven standing there, completely unharmed. Okay, well, that was not good at all . . .

He cawed in laughter as everything I threw at him barely seemed to scratch his shield. How many cards had he invested in his shield card to make it that powerful? It had to be hundreds or possibly thousands!

“Arrogant human,” the raven said, “your world is barely old enough to crawl before me and yet you thought you could walk upright in my presence. Foolish.”

I felt him summoning a massive spell, and again, before he could finish, I used the very last few seconds of my Time Sense to freeze time, but this time, I activated my Monstrous Growth card from my bracer and took several huge running steps toward the raven. I felt my Time Sense expire, and as it did, my foot was already wound up and I followed through with possibly the biggest football field goal kick in human history right at the raven and his stupid shield.

The raven gave a loud squawk of shock as I appeared to grow to monstrous proportions in a split second. That turned into a scream as my foot connected with his shield and the jerk was catapulted through the air, back toward the city, passing so high that he even made it over the waiting soldiers. I heard a loud crash a second later, and a large explosion of dust blew up into the air where the raven had landed somewhere in the distance.

I turned back toward the forest behind me and couldn’t stop myself from holding my arms up above me like I was a referee in a football game. The forest erupted with cheers and screams. I laughed at the ridiculousness of this world and then stumbled back to the cover of the forest as my card began to fade.

“How did you know that would work?” someone asked me as I shrank back down and ducked into the forest. People came running out of the woods to grab me, slap my back, and cheer at what I had done to the raven. I couldn’t stop laughing at the image of the raven shooting out over the city. I could only imagine how much that had hurt his pride, and that made it all the sweeter.

“I learned the hard way from a friend of mine that even with magic cards,” I said, “size matters.”
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After everyone had calmed down, I led them back through the forest and toward the cliff face further away from the city. There, we waited for the signal from Alexi. After a half hour, there was a flash upon the water from one of his orbs, and I ordered everyone to drop the ropes they had tied off to the trees nearby.

I peered carefully over the cliff and saw Alexi leading all of the fishing boats toward our location. I pulled my sword out and had it flash with fire briefly. Alexi’s light bobbed up and down in reply.

The boats were packed with people. All the remaining men and women—and hopefully anyone who had been stuck in the jail as well, if things had gone as well as we hoped they would. My distraction at the gate had clearly worked.

Alexi carefully guided one boat forward at a time to the base of the cliff and helped each person into a rope harness. Once they were ready, they yanked on the rope and we began to pull them up.

It took the rest of the night, but by the time dawn rose around us, we had everyone up from the boats. There was much quiet celebration back in the forest, but also a lot of exhausted people. Alexi and Father Michael got them moving quickly back through the forest, and I stayed at the rear to make sure nobody came to bother us.

I was sure the raven that I had fought was still alive. His shield was so strong I doubted even a kick like that could have broken it. And if it had, the city probably had plenty of healing-focused card users that could heal him. I knew we had made a serious enemy, and I hated to leave an enemy to fester, but I didn’t see any way around it right now. He was just too powerful, even for my cards at their current level.

For the next few days, traveling through the forest was slow, but Alexi had managed to gather quite a lot of weapons from the city before the escape, including a number of bows. I helped show the people that were interested how to use the bows and started taking them with me when I left the group to go hunting. We managed to keep everyone fed, although we didn’t eat the biggest meals. Alexi and a few others tried to cover our tracks as best as possible. We suspected scouts would be sent to find us and wanted as much time as possible to help people recover and begin to gather their strength.

Finally, we made it back to the suburbs, and everyone was thrilled to be safe and reunited with the rest of the people we had rescued. Alexi and Father Michael began assigning homes to families, and the bachelors and bachelorettes were given homes to share. Apparently Father Michael had opinions about co-ed dorms, so he assigned the men and women to separate homes if they were single. I was starting to suspect the reason why the women had been staying inside the city without enhancement cards wasn’t really to protect them, but more out of a misguided sense of tradition. I was disappointed in Father Michael for such outdated ideas in a world full of magic, but I didn’t want to make a stink about it since I was still an outsider among everyone here. I did make sure to train anyone that asked and provided cards to both men and women equally when we collected them from hunting monsters.

Alexi seemed to take on the role of the military leader, while Father Michael organized the civilian side of things. Alexi revealed that he had military experience, as I had suspected. And Father Michael had apparently run a pretty big church before the transition, so he was familiar with organizing people. I left them to it, glad not to be stuck with the administrative work.

I focused on training people to hunt and survive in the woods. I basically ran everyone through the intensive month-long training I had just received from the elves. Training people to hunt also helped bring in enough food to feed the rather large town we were becoming as well. Nobody complained about the limited food since they had been eating very little in the city anyway. The hunters I was training slowly improved and began to bring in enough on their own to give most people at least one solid meal a day, with smaller meals for lunch and breakfast.

Alexi began running the dungeon with teams every day and sent other teams to fight monsters in the forest. He also had a number of my hunters act as scouts while they hunted to the south. I recommended the best hunters I had for the role. The rest I sent in pairs or small groups to hunt north of the suburbs.

Once I could trust the hunters to bring in a good amount of food themselves, I began to scout further and further afield in the hope of finding another dungeon. After a few weeks of searching, I was lucky enough to find one about half a day east of the town. The dungeon turned out to be full of nasty goblins. The little jerks were annoying but useful as fodder for the growing town.

Many of the families began to clear the forest around the little suburb and plant crops with seeds they had been hiding from the non-humans. It turned out that several of the people had grown up on farms or had some experience with farming, so we had several people who were able to get things rolling. Many others helped eagerly, even with no prior experience. Everyone was eager to diversify our food and become more self-sufficient. I had told everyone about what winters were like around here, and nobody wanted to escape servitude in the city just to die of starvation in the woods.

I ended up spending the entire spring and early summer with the growing town, training anyone who wanted to learn how to fight and scouting the forest to keep everyone safe. In that time, I found myself growing in ways I hadn’t expected when I left my small town just looking for a bit of adventure.

One of the most surprising aspects of my time in the suburban town was finding myself a girlfriend. Her name was Sarah and she had been a doctor before the transition. Sadly, it didn’t last very long. I felt like she had the misplaced idea that I was some kind of hero. Maybe it was my own feelings of inadequacy, but I felt uncomfortable with how much she looked up to me for what I had done for her people. We parted on good enough terms, but I was left confused by my own feelings toward her and about myself in this new world.

I also found my body becoming leaner and more toughened from months of scouring the forest and living off the land. I had been given a house to myself, and whenever I looked in the mirror, I almost didn’t recognize myself. Before coming down here, I wouldn’t have called myself fat—I had always been a bit lanky, if anything—but now I was definitely more toned and less pudgy. I had filled out in a way that the artificial cards that granted strength could never accomplish. I was, like, actually in good shape now. If I hadn’t known the me from before, I would have said I was actually some kind of alpha-nature guy. To me, I was still the lazy slacker who just wanted to spend his days wasting time in the cooler, hoping his boss didn’t make him do more work. It was very strange to see myself as a competent survivor now.

As summer began to wane, I brought up the dangers of winter again, and Father Michael assured me they were storing a large amount of food, firewood, and other essentials for the town. I found myself with nothing much to do, as the hunters were ranging further and further and bringing in more and more game. The people Alexi was training were getting decked out in good armor and weapons from the dungeon, and everyone was growing their decks to the point that even people that spent their days taking care of the kids could defend themselves from a monster if they needed to. Father Michael had organized the town well. He had everyone helping in some way, from keeping the town clean and expanding the water supply to salvaging clothing and other items from the houses, plus a hundred other things I would have never thought of.

Finally, finding myself feeling a bit out of place, I decided to let Alexi and Father Michael know that I was planning to head back home. They weren’t surprised when I told them, and I think they could tell I wasn’t feeling quite at home with them. I didn’t know why I felt that way; everyone had been incredibly nice and welcoming. It was just strange how much they deferred to me at times, which made me feel like an imposter wherever I went.

Father Michael organized a large party in my honor before I left. I tried to get him to stop, but he insisted it was good for morale and that we all needed a good party. Nebiyu and Hannah asked if they could come see my town with me, even though she was ready to pop at any moment. Afterward, several others asked if they could go as well. For some reason, I was uncomfortable with people coming to visit my town, but I couldn’t really give a reason for why they couldn’t come, so I ended up agreeing.

The party was a huge success. Sarah and I even had a little goodbye hookup, which was a pleasant surprise. The morning after the party, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed—since one thing the new town didn’t have was alcohol—Alexi and I led a group of about twenty adventurous souls toward my town. I was not looking forward to my friends learning what I had done here and how everyone was looking up to me as some kind of knowledgeable hero. I could just imagine the teasing that would follow. I had barely been able to start a fire before I left, but now everyone depended on me to teach them how to survive. It was a bit uncomfortable for me.

The journey was easy; by this point, everyone had become fairly used to traveling through the forest. I tried to enjoy the camaraderie as we traveled. We didn’t rush, but we still made better time than I had when I came down here the first time. Nebiyu, Hannah, and I spent most evenings around the fire, chatting about our lives before the transition. I enjoyed their company and felt like I could let down my guard a bit and tell them about who I had really been. They never laughed or called me a fraud after learning how little I had done with my life before the world was upended, so I felt more comfortable around them than I did around the others.

We stopped at the spider dungeon, and Alexi wanted to take a group through. I vehemently opposed it purely because it was a dungeon with giant freaking spiders in it, but when it sounded like Alexi was going to do it with or without me, I reluctantly agreed to go with him to make sure everyone survived.

The dungeon itself was just as creepy as I had expected it would be. Exploring the remains of a fallen skyscraper was depressing, and everyone seemed weighed down by it. Added to that, the glass spiders were absolutely way too large and liked to set ambushes, traps, and false images everywhere. It was terrifying to see a massive spider appear in front of you, only to realize it was a freaking illusion and the real spider was right behind you!

I swore I was never going to forgive Alexi for dragging us into the dungeon.

We almost lost one of our group members to the traps and false images set by the spiders as well. A quick reaction from Nebiyu was the only thing that saved us the first time we were ambushed by the illusions. Nebiyu had some kind of AOE spear attack that he used to hold off the real spiders until the rest of us realized what was happening and turned to help him. After that, we moved very slowly and watched every direction.

The bosses were nothing to write home about compared to the oppressive atmosphere and constant fear of ambush that left us all drained and exhausted by the time we finished. The first boss was nothing but a brute of a spider with no trickery involved. The second summoned waves of smaller glass spiders—disgusting but manageable. The final boss was a queen that had illusions, summoned smaller spiders, and had two brutes as bodyguards. I had to get involved significantly in that fight, and if I hadn’t been there, I was pretty sure people would have died. As it was, we managed to make it through the dungeon with only minor injuries, but we all felt drained by the experience, emotionally and physically. I counted the entire thing as proof that I was right to avoid spider dungeons and Alexi was wrong for thinking we should have entered the place.

The chest at the end didn’t give me a card worth using, but I did get a fancy cloak, which was a nice upgrade.

Cloak of Minor Illusion

Common Power

The wearer may activate the cloak to make three identical copies of themselves. The copies are not under the wearer’s control but mimic the wearer identically. The copies last for one minute or until they are attacked. The copies may be summoned once an hour.

The wearer of this cloak will naturally blend into their environment better.
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The cloak was thin but beautiful, like a silk scarf in cloak form. It had a mirror-like appearance and when I put it on it blended perfectly into whatever I was standing next to. The cloak wasn’t really what I had expected a cloak to be, since I had never worn one in the past. It hung all the way around my shoulders and a clasp held it closed under my chin. I had expected just a little strip of cloth that hung off my back and looked nice but offered little protection, but this one was surprisingly comfortable and warm. When I wore it, I could cover myself completely. It also had a large hood that I could pull up to keep the rain off my head or to move even more stealthily when needed.

All around, it was a great upgrade for me. I especially looked forward to having it for the coming winter; it would help me stay warm and increase my ability to sneak around while hunting.

“Bread-making?” I heard someone ask as I finished putting on my new cloak.

I walked over to see what they were discussing.

“Yeah,” the woman was saying, “I got it from the final boss. I have been dreaming of pastries and fresh bread a lot lately . . .”

I asked if she would be willing to show me the card, and she agreed. It was another crafting card, but this card allowed someone to make bread from scratch. It allowed the bearer to mill fresh wheat and gave bonuses for turning it into dough, then bonuses for any baked goods made. It was, without a doubt, one of the strangest cards I had seen so far.

“Do you have any baking experience?” I asked the woman, looking over the card.

“No,” she replied, “not really. I used to bake a bit at home, but not very often. Since we got out of that city, though, I have been fantasizing about eating bread again.”

Several others listening nearby nodded at her words. I couldn’t blame them. I was craving some serious carbs as well. Surviving in the woods on mostly meat was not the ideal diet, for sure.

I realized having someone that could make bread would be a huge asset to my town, and one of the buildings that had made the transition was an old coffee shop. I remembered seeing some ovens in it when I had been looting the town.

“Hey,” I said. “That just gave me an idea. One of the buildings that survived in my town was a coffee shop. The store had several old ovens in it and the tools you’d need to bake if you wanted to do it. I have a friend that could probably get the ovens working again as well. She is a whiz with fire runes. If you wanted to open a bakery in my town, I’d give you the building for free to start your business. It’s just sitting there empty right now anyway.”

“Wow,” she replied. “Really? That would be pretty amazing! I hadn’t really considered such a thing was even possible.”

“Yeah,” I told her, “and I bet people would come from all over to get fresh bread again. You’d be super popular and would probably make a ton of shards or cards in trade once you got going.”

“Wow, that’d be pretty cool,” the woman replied. “My wife is one of the farmers back at Suburbia, though.” She looked concerned. “She was too busy to come with me on this trip. I’d have to talk to her about all this.”

Suburbia was what they had started calling the new town in the forest.

“Of course. But just so you know, you could bring her with you,” I told her. “We have a lot of land available for farming up here as well. Maybe even better land that doesn’t have to be cleared from the forest. You two can also have one of the apartments above the shop for yourselves. Also free of charge.”

She seemed stunned by my offer. I didn’t want to push too hard, but I was willing to give way more to get a baker and farmer in my town. I’d pay them a salary and provide them with free gear if it really came down to it!

“I think she’d be interested in that for sure,” she replied, deep in thought. “She was complaining about how hard it was to grow certain crops in the forest.”

“Did I mention we have running water, working toilets and showers, and that my friend had been working on how to give us hot water again in each building? I don’t want to brag, but it’s pretty amazing.”

That was my ace in the hole, and I could tell it worked. Several others also started to talk about relocating to my town. I didn’t want a mass exodus from Suburbia since my sleepy little town couldn’t handle the crowds, but I was on the lookout for a select few who could help build the town, for sure.

We ended up camping near the dungeon to recover a bit from the trauma of the spiders. Nebiyu and Hannah approached me after several people had gone to bed and asked if they might be able to settle in my town as well. They were worried about the health of their baby and wanted to have a place with proper sanitation. They also knew I had a healing spell and hoped I could help if anything came up.

We spoke a bit about what skills they had and what they saw themselves doing around town. Hannah had ended up collecting a lot of spell-focused cards, while Nebiyu focused on his halberd and melee-oriented cards. I wasn’t sure exactly where they’d fit in, but I liked them both and trusted them. And it would be good for morale to have a little baby around, I figured.

Plus, it was true that we hadn’t gotten any other healing cards so far from the non-humans’ decks or the monsters or dungeons, so my town would likely be a safer place for a baby. I couldn’t really say no and put their baby at risk if I had a chance to give it a safer place to live.

I agreed and told them we would set them up with an apartment. They were overjoyed and both gave me a big hug. I could see they were excited about living in a cleaner and safer area. I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t want to bring a child into this world as it was right now, but if I had to, I would want to raise it in the safest place I could find. My town did seem to meet that criteria, compared to living in the middle of the woods.

We talked a bit further about what they could do around the town, and I agreed that the two of them could run security for the town and could hunt and help me out in the shop from time to time as well. They agreed enthusiastically, and Hannah gave me another big hug before we turned in for the night. I felt a bit bad because I wasn’t really recruiting people altruistically, but at the same time, it felt nice to see how happy they were to find a new, safer place to live. I figured it was mutually beneficial, and I shouldn’t feel too bad about it.

We left early the next morning. We made good time, and when I saw my town on the horizon, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling a bit choked up. I had genuinely missed the place. Not just the comfort of having my own home, but my friends and the pace of living up here. My trip had turned into a much darker and more desperate affair than I had expected. I was glad I had helped, but it definitely made me appreciate how much my life up here had been idyllic in many ways.

As we approached the town, a rhythmic pounding sound echoed through the quiet air around us. I walked ahead of the others to investigate and saw that there was an awning set up against the wall of the last building of my town. Several dwarves were at work under the awning, pounding away at an anvil and shaping a slab of metal. The rhythmic pounding we had been hearing was them hammering away at the metal with a giant hammer. They had set up next to where Eargobr had dumped the remaining cars outside the town so long ago and had clearly been using them for scrap metal.

I walked forward and saw it was the dwarves I had befriended over drinks months ago. They didn’t bother to look up at me as I approached, and the sound of the forge was so loud I didn’t even try to greet them. Instead, I just watched them as the whole group walked past. They remained oblivious to our passing, focused intently on their work. I hope they weren’t acting as a first line of defense for the city, because if they were, we were in trouble.

I put them out of mind and introduced my town to Alexi and the others. It wasn’t much to look at, but I was happy to be home. As we stopped in front of my shop, I saw that someone had hung a piece of wood over the old owner’s name on the awning above the front door. It now read JAKE’S MARKET, with the JAKE’S being a bit askew on its own piece of wood. I definitely teared up at that.

Laughing, I saw my shop was open, so I walked in. The familiar ting of the bell welcomed me home. Inside, Eargobr was hunched behind the counter, staring morosely. His battle-axe lay beside him, and he looked sad to be stuck working a desk job instead of murdering things.

At the sound of the bell, Eargobr looked up and recognized me immediately.

“Jake!” he yelled, the sound so loud I swear the windows vibrated. He stood quickly and rushed around the counter, knocking over several items with his bulk, and grabbed me in a massive death squeeze.

I groaned and prayed my Toughness was a high enough level to let me survive his enthusiasm. I tried to slip free, but even with my physical-enhancement cards, I couldn’t even make him budge. I feebly slapped him on his side until he remembered I was a squishy human and put me down. I gasped for air and almost fell over due to the brutal squeezing my ribs had taken.

“It is . . . good . . . to see you,” I told him as I tried to catch my breath. I was definitely crying now, and not just from the pain of the hug. I had missed the big monster.

He laughed and clapped me on the shoulder, almost throwing me to the floor and causing me even more injury.

I looked behind me to introduce him to the people who had come with me. They were all staring at us in shock, hands on their weapons. Ah, right. Non-human trauma. They probably thought Eargobr was killing me or something.

“Everyone,” I said, “this is Eargobr. I told you about him before, remember?”

Hands came off their weapons slowly and people tried to relax, but I could tell it wasn’t easy for them.

“He’s harmless,” I told them, pointing at him. “Well, actually, he is quite harmful, truth be told. But not to us!”

He laughed at that, ducked down, and carefully squeezed himself through the door. Everyone backed up several steps as he stood to his fullest height, but when he only stuck out his hand to shake, they slowly relaxed and shook his hand one at a time.

“Welcome, humans!” he told them. “It is great that Jake has found more of you. He has told us many times how much he wanted to find more humans to have around.”

We chatted with Eargobr a bit more, and then I promised him we would celebrate in the garden tonight before he squeezed himself back into the store. I also got the keys for the open apartments and got the details from him on which ones were still available. It turned out most of them were still open, aside from the ones I had given to my friends. The building next to where the dwarves had set up their forge had been given to them in return for their promise to protect the town and sell items through my shop for a fair price. I thought it was a good deal, so I was glad someone had negotiated it with the dwarves in my stead.

After Eargobr left, the rest of the humans stood around, awkwardly watching me.

“You will need to get used to working with non-humans,” I told them, “here or in other parts of the world. Not all of them are like the ones from the city. They can be strange and difficult at times, but many of them are very friendly.”

I saw some skeptical looks, especially from Alexi, but others were nodding at my words.

I showed Sandra, the woman who got the baking card, to the shop I had offered her. I was happy to see it was still available. She was extremely excited and promised to head back to Suburbia to talk to her wife when everyone traveled back.

After that, I showed everyone the apartments they could stay in and then went to my own apartment, stripped out of my gear, and immediately dove into my shower. I had missed having a shower so badly.

As I cranked up the water, I expected it to be freezing cold like before but was shocked to feel actual warm water!

“Ichzzb’inor, you fucking genius!” I yelled as I plunged my head into the hot water in glee.
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That night, I threw what could fairly be described as a rager in the backyard of my shop. I was so happy to be home that I might have gone a bit overboard on the sharing of my alcohol stores. But what good was it if I couldn’t use it to celebrate with friends, eh?

Not everyone was in town, Eargobr told me, but Ichzzb’inor was there, and when I saw her, I gave her the biggest hug I could and immediately gave her an entire bottle of whiskey to drink.

“This is the mad genius that gave us hot water!” I yelled, introducing her to the humans. Even though she was a pretty odd-looking lizard person, the freshly showered humans gave her a resounding cheer. She quickly became the life of the party, with the humans showering her with drinks and praise and telling her stories of how miserable their lives had been without warm showers.

The dwarves showed up—five of them in total now—and I pulled out a big case of artisanal beer for them to enjoy. It took a few rounds, but they eventually relaxed and enjoyed themselves. The gnomes were gone, running dungeons again, Eargobr told me. He also filled me in on what I had missed while I was gone, and I told him about my adventures in return.

According to him, our dungeons had increased in power and were giving better cards and loot, so more people had been visiting the town to buy my maps and run them. The orcs hadn’t been causing any problems and had continued to be a great source of trade for my shop. The dwarves had started producing quality armor and weapons and were selling them through the shop as well. When I asked the dwarves about how effective scrapping the old cars had been, they told me it was going well, except the gnomes had stripped the cars of a lot of metal before they got to them. Why would the gnomes have stripped the cars? Was that what they had used to make the pipes for the sewers? I knew the steel I had brought back wouldn’t have been enough to make the water and sewers run again! Magic, my ass, Queen Silverbolt!

It was a great party, and even Alexi relaxed after a few drinks, especially after I found some vodka in the back. Once he had a few shots of that, he was much friendlier with the dwarves and other non-humans.

In the morning, after a couple of Mends and a warm shower—all good fortune be given unto Ichzzb’inor—I met Eargobr for a light breakfast out back, and then he showed me the ledger they had started keeping for the shop. I hadn’t really thought to do that before, but it was very handy to see what they had purchased and sold, as well as the profit on each item. I probably should have thought of something like that. I knew businesses had accountants and such, but I had never done that for my boss before, so I had just been winging it.

I noticed that very few people were buying the human knickknacks I had stocked the store with to start, and when I asked Eargobr, he said most non-humans had probably gotten their fill of the novelty Earth goods by now. That made sense to me. It was a new fad when everyone first arrived, but now that everyone had settled in, the fad had lost its luster.

I decided to make some changes to the store before settling into my chair out front and relaxing. With Eargobr’s help, I moved most of the human items upstairs, into the apartment across from mine. He also helped me move out the old refrigerators and freezers that were just taking up space these days. That opened up the store significantly. We also moved everything from the back area out, so the store now stretched from the front door to the back door without any obstructions.

With all the new space, we created a larger section for magical items (which we had quite the stock of, I saw), non-magical armor, non-magical weapons, and then a traveling supplies section. I planned to put rations, food from my garden, my maps, and other miscellaneous goods there.

Speaking of my garden, it was growing fine but not at the astounding rate it had grown at before. I immediately resumed my habit of invoking a Mend on it daily to help it along.

Alexi and the other humans, other than Nebiyu and Hannah, came to say their farewells the day after the party. I was so caught up in the excitement of upgrading my store that I was probably not being a great host, but they understood and wished me well. Sandra promised to talk to her wife and let me know as soon as they made a decision.

And most importantly, Eargobr showed me the profit the store had made while I was gone. Almost three hundred cards and a giant pile of shards!

I was blown away and insisted that everyone who helped run the store share in the profit. He tried to decline, but I absolutely refused to budge. I kept a hundred for the shop for future purchases, and we split the rest among the people who had helped while I was gone. I made him promise to see the shares delivered to everyone who had helped. I didn’t keep any for myself, and I felt good about the decision.

I had given away all the cards I had brought south to the people at Suburbia, other than the ones I used in my active and utility decks, but with the fifty I had given to the store before I left, I had doubled my money without having to do anything on my own. I felt that was more than good enough.

Queen Silverbolt and her crew eventually returned to town, and of course, I insisted we celebrate with another party in the garden. She told me about what they had been up to, and I filled her in on my time in the south, like I had with Eargobr. Unlike with Eargobr, I could tell she could see how much the city had bothered me. She was significantly more perceptive than my giant minotaur friend, although that wasn’t saying much; he was a bit single-minded at times. I was pretty sure I managed to get so drunk I broke down and cried in her lap this time, which I considered an improvement. It was nice to have a sympathetic friend who understood what I was going through, though.

Sandra and her wife, Ji-woo, came back about a week later. I took a break from the remodel and welcomed them warmly. Ji-woo had grown up on a farm in Korea before the transition and knew a fair amount about the process of growing food. She had focused her cards on physical enhancement and explained how she had adapted one of her melee attack cards into a very easy way to plow fields.

She wanted to start planting immediately, since the season was almost over, so we marked off a large area for her to farm near the river. I promised to use my Mend card on it, so hopefully we could get a harvest in before the first snow. She had brought a large number of seeds from Suburbia but started with wheat so her wife could hopefully make us some bread before winter.

I also connected Sandra with Ichzzb’inor, and they began work on fixing the ovens for Sandra’s bakery. Sandra insisted on paying Ichzzb’inor for the work and I didn’t get involved, but it made sense; at some point, Sandra would want to sell her goods back to us. We probably needed to move to a more formal method of trading goods and services at some point.

Other than that, I kept meditating and practicing the forms that Prince Andrathath had shown me and got back to my favorite pastime: sitting in my chair in front of my shop and doodling in my journal. It was a true pleasure.

Summer turned to winter, and thanks to extensive use of my Mend card, we managed to harvest a small amount of wheat. My garden also finished out the year strongly, and I got a good amount of food from it as well. I had also kept up hunting in the forest and stocked up on a lot of meat for the winter.

Ichzzb’inor and I got together after she was done working on the bakery and tried to figure out a way to make a freezer to store my vegetables. I thought she could do some kind of reverse heat rune to draw out the heat in an area, but we didn’t manage to figure it out before winter arrived. Still, with plenty of dried meat, food from my garden, and the haunted forest to hunt in, I felt like we were in a better place than last year by far.

Sandra debuted the opening of her bakery just before the first snow fell. Her card worked wonders to mill the wheat. She didn’t have any preserves or sugar to make anything more than a basic bread so far, but it was a treat to eat real carbs again. We celebrated with another party, this time in her shop, in honor of the first official human bakery (that we knew of).

Before the first snow fell, a surge of visitors stopped in to eat at the first human bakery in the post-transition world. The orcs were stocking up on armor and weapons before the snow fell, and a small trickle of people began coming up from Suburbia to explore our dungeons, sell their goods, eat bread, and shop at my store. The dwarves said they thought they had found their own source of metal nearby, and next year, they hoped to start a small mine to supplement their forge. They had quickly run out of metal from the cars. I told them they could use the ones I had set up to form my backyard if they could replace them with something that would keep out the wild animals. They agreed and said they would work on it over the winter.

All in all, it was a wonderful time. I felt myself healing a bit from the trauma of dealing with the city and the non-humans that ran the place. I knew that PTSD was a real thing in my past life, but I hadn’t ever served in the military and didn’t know many people who did, so I wasn’t as familiar with it as I could have been. As I felt my mind start to unclench over the waning summer, I realized how much stress had been building up. I hadn’t even been that involved, and I had always felt a bit removed because I was sure I could get out on my own. But still, the stress of the nighttime raids, smuggling people out of the hostile city, training whomever I could, and hoping we’d have enough food to feed everyone, plus my battle with the strange raven, had all built up inside me in a way I wasn’t sure how to process.

When the first snow hit, people stayed in their own homes this time instead of all crashing in the same place like last year. We were much better prepared than last time, so it wasn’t quite as scary. If anyone needed anything, we could always yell out of one of the top-story windows, and someone would make the trek through the snow to help out.

Except Eargobr, who was still living on the bottom floor of the old hardware store. If he tried to walk on the snow, he would immediately fall through it and likely drown or freeze to death. But he poked his head out on occasion and yelled loud enough so everyone could hear that he was doing fine.

Once the snow stopped, Eargobr helped clear paths for us all, and life went on as normal. Even though I didn’t get a single customer, I spent most of my days in the shop behind the counter, writing, drawing, and thinking about what to do for the coming year. I practiced my meditations diligently and the patterns—both with and without my sword—every day. But the lazy winter did its thing, and I didn’t push myself too hard like I had during the first winter. I felt like I needed a bit of a break and just spent my days enjoying being inside, where it was warm and safe.

Toward the tail end of winter, I was out hunting one afternoon when my Time Sense intuition triggered. At first, I thought it was another stupid vampire, but I quickly realized that my intuition was showing me attacks coming toward me from multiple directions.

When the golden visions passed, I immediately activated Haste and took cover behind a nearby tree. The expected spells and several arrows tracked me, and I had to dodge again to avoid them. I wasn’t lucky enough to avoid all of the spells, but my necklace absorbed several of them, sparing me some damage.

There had been at least five or more attacks in that initial salvo, and I didn’t have my full caster cards equipped since I was out hunting. I peered around the tree I was hiding behind and saw two people in forest camouflage; they were searching for me on my left. I immediately invoked an Elemental Burst at one of them and watched as it chained to the second, killing them both.

“Activate the shell!” I heard someone yell behind me. I turned and reached to activate Time Sense, but before I could, I felt the power of my cards drain away from me.

“Fuck!” I swore. Several more people in camouflage came barreling toward me through the brush. Time for a tactical retreat.

I turned to run back toward my town, moving as quickly as I could without my Haste or Speed card working, thanks to the shell suppressing my cards. I made it only a few feet before at least five more people in camouflage stood up and blocked my path. One of them had a large net that he threw my way.

I dodged to the side, narrowly getting out of the way of the net, but I felt several arrows strike my right leg. They bit deeply into my thigh and I stumbled, almost falling to the ground. As I did, several people piled on top of me and began pummeling me with their fists.

“No!” I yelled, trying to push myself up. I tried to activate my Time Sense again but only felt the energy from my card very faintly. Before I could do anything else, I was struck on the head several times and everything went dark.

An unknown amount of time later, I woke up feeling nauseous and my mind was fuzzy. I tried to see what was going on, but everything was dark. The world around me was jostling back and forth, which was only making me more nauseous. It took me a second, but I realized I was being carried and must have a hood of some kind over my head.

I began to panic and tried to take several deep breaths to stay calm. Panicking now would not solve whatever was going on. I needed to figure out what was happening so I could get myself free.

I tried invoking my Time Sense, and this time the energy of my card responded to my call. As soon as I froze time, I tried to free myself and realized my hands and feet were shackled, and I was completely unable to move. I shook myself frantically, my panic overwhelming me momentarily, but I was not able to accomplish anything.

When my Time Sense ran out, my frantic shaking was enough to get whoever was carrying me to drop me, but I still couldn’t get free of my chains. I slammed onto the ground. I heard the people carrying me swear at me, but they immediately picked me back up. I was just as trapped as before, but now I was out of time on my Time Sense card.

I tried focusing on them to invoke an attack card, but not being able to see them, as well as the pain in my head, made it impossible for me to target them. I stopped struggling and tried to think clearly, but the pain in my head was growing as I was continuously jostled back and forth by my uncaring captors.

I must have lost consciousness again, because the next time I woke up, I was seated against the cold ground. I tried to stand but found my chains had been wrapped around something behind me and I was unable to move. I could smell a campfire nearby, and I heard people talking softly in front of me. Something was being cooked over the fire, the smell of roasting meat reaching me where I was tied up. The smell curdled my stomach further, and my head ached so badly it was hard to think clearly.

At some point, a person approached me and lifted my mask enough to stick a canteen in my mouth. I swallowed greedily and then tried to get enough of a view of the person to invoke a card on them, but they didn’t raise whatever was over my head high enough for me to get a view of them. The professionalism of my captors was almost scarier than the ambush in the forest. These people clearly knew what they were doing. I couldn’t hold back my panic anymore and began to thrash and throw myself against my chains in an attempt to escape. I thrashed and swore and tried to get free until I wore myself out and almost puked into the hood over my head and had to stop.

Groaning, I laid my head back against the object behind me and felt despair overwhelming me. Who were these people? Was it some of the non-humans from the city? That would make the most sense. How had they found me? Why hadn’t I taken better precautions against something like this? Of course they would seek revenge against me! I had embarrassed the hell out of their leader and freed their indentured workers!

Feeling sick with lingering pain, I cursed and berated myself for getting caught like this.

The next morning, after a fitful sleep leaning back against the tree behind me, my captors let me drink some water again, and then I was hoisted up and carried between several of them like the day before. I struggled at first, but when it was apparent how useless it was, I gave up and conserved my energy.

Instead, I tried to meditate as they carried me. After over a year of practice, I had gotten pretty good at sensing energy around me. If I could sense when people began to invoke cards, I could sense a person if I tried hard enough. I just needed to have a target for my cards, and if I could sense a person like I could sense the energy of a card being invoked, maybe that would give me a target.

I meditated, trying to feel the people around me so my cards had something to target. I could sense when one of my captors used a card nearby, but it was too fast for me to target. We traveled all day and I fell in and out of consciousness, but whenever I could, I meditated and tried to sense the energy of the people around me.

That night, they tied me to another tree and gave me only water again. I decided to try a different tactic than just lying there all night.

“Why are you all doing this?” I croaked, my throat dry and my voice coming out uncomfortably raw in my throat.

Nobody responded.

“Hello?” I yelled. “I know you are out there! Answer me!”

I heard someone approach, and suddenly I felt a rough slap across the side of my head.

“Shut up,” a male voice said, “or you will attract monsters. If you do that, we will cut off a body part for every one you attract. You understand?”

Seeing stars, I didn’t respond, but I stopped calling out. Ugh, that had hurt and I hadn’t braced myself for it. My head was still sore from the beating I had received in the forest, even with the passive from my Mend helping regenerate my wounds.

The man spat on me and then went back to where he had been sitting.

Thinking about the passive ability of my Mend made me realize I should be able to activate that card myself, since I didn’t need to see myself to target it. I invoked it several times and the soothing energy of the spell card filled me, repairing numerous small injuries all across my body. My head felt clearer and my stomach stopped twisting itself into knots.

Despite feeling better, I knew this was a very bad situation. Now that my head had cleared, all I could think about was how fucking bad this was. My friends wouldn’t know I was missing for days or possibly longer. I often stayed out for a day or more during my hunting trips. They wouldn’t even notice I was gone until at least a week had passed, probably. Hannah had been working at the shop after having given birth to a healthy and happy baby boy over the winter. Nebiyu had taken to patrolling the town, so I had spent more time hunting for us all as winter began to wane.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

My captors had taken my gear, so I didn’t have my bracer with my Monstrous Growth. That would have solved the issue of the chains . . . or possibly popped my hands off like a couple of ripe tomatoes. Ugh, that was a nasty thought. I would have really liked to have grown to gigantic proportions and stomped the hell out of these people.

I reviewed the cards I currently had equipped.

Time Sense, Level 5

Haste, Level 5

Elemental Burst, Level 5

Elemental Bolts, Level 5

Mend, Level 5

Toughness, Level 5

Strength, Level 3

Speed, Level 3

Endurance, Level 3

Dexterity, Level 3

My physical-enhancement cards were doing me no good right now because of how thoroughly they had me chained up. My Time Sense couldn’t get me free, even with the extra time. I couldn’t target my offensive spells without seeing someone. It was not looking good.

I knew there were people nearby, so I entered a meditative state and began focusing on feeling them as much as possible. I heard them talking and eating and I felt the faint warmth of the fire they had going. I was able to perceive more now that I had Mended what was likely a serious concussion.

Gradually, I began to feel something. It started with the energy of the fire. Heat. Warmth. Energy released into the air by the breakdown of the wood in the fire. I pictured the heat waves coming off the fire and bombarding the people sitting or standing around it. Slowly, ever so slowly, I began to feel where those heat waves ended as they were absorbed by the people near the fire. I felt those places that were absorbing the heat as absences in the air, almost like shadows in whatever world I was sensing with my energy.

Once I had the feeling of the shadows in the energy, I began trying to feel for the core of each person, where I knew they had cards stored. I started to feel something from one of the shadows to the right, but before I could focus in on it, my mask was roughly pulled upward, and the mouth of a canteen was shoved rudely against my teeth.

“Gah,” I said in shock.

“Drink now,” a man said, “or you won’t get any more tonight.”

I gulped down as much water as I could; it did little to assuage the growing hunger in my stomach, but I was glad to have the water anyway. After I finished, the man pulled my hood back down and walked away. Although grateful for the water, I was annoyed that he had interrupted me. I had been getting somewhere that time; I could feel it.

I tried to reenter meditation to find that place again, but my mind was exhausted from the lack of food, the terrible sleep, and being jostled and carried in chains for several days in a row. I just couldn’t get myself back to the level of focus I had achieved before I was interrupted. I gave up and tried to get some sleep. Tomorrow, I would make it work, I told myself.

The next day, I meditated while being carried but had no luck singling out a person enough to sense their core. The movement as I was carried and the growing pain where the chains clamped onto my arms and legs kept distracting me.

That night, they finally fed me a tasteless porridge. One of the men had to spoon it into my mouth like I was a baby. It was humiliating, but this whole thing was humiliating enough that I ate the food without complaint. They had given me occasional breaks to use the bathroom but had not assisted me at all and never cleaned up after me, so I was exhausted, starving, sleep-deprived, and getting covered in filth as well. I was also getting seriously pissed off by the entire thing. My panic at being captured was starting to fade, and it was being replaced by rage at what was being done to me.

That night, after eating the porridge, I felt more full of energy than I had since I was first captured. I focused intensely on what I had discovered the night before. I started with the energy of the fire. I traced the waves of energy escaping the fire to find the shadows left by each person absorbing the heat from the flames. I traced where those waves ended until I could see in my mind’s eye an outline of a person standing next to the fire.

Then I focused on the cards I knew were at their core. Slowly, I started to feel something. In my mind, I gradually began to sense an energy pulsating and warm inside the middle of the shadow I had found.

Keeping that energy focused squarely in my mind, I then began to invoke my Elemental Burst card. It didn’t want to target the energy alone, but I harnessed all of my will from months of meditating, practicing, and learning to survive in this hostile world. This was what Prince Andrathath had trained me for. He must have gotten a glimpse of me facing some kind of anti-magic shell card like the one that had been used to capture me, because he had specifically warned me about them. There had to be a way to overcome these people and my lack of sight. Prince Andrathath had given me the tools. I had to believe this would work.

My Elemental Burst card finally gave way to my will, and with a surge of power, my card connected to the energy of the person I had found. When the energy from my card and the person’s core connected, I heard a massive explosion, and there was a flash so bright I could see it through the hood over my head. After just a second, a second explosion occurred when my Elemental Burst chained to a second person.

I smiled grimly from within my hood. Got you, you fucking bastards.

“We’re under attack!” I heard someone yell.

I tried to focus on another target, but suddenly, everything was too chaotic. People began to run everywhere, the fire was quickly doused, and I couldn’t focus on a single person enough to get another lock on them with my card. I pushed desperately, but I couldn’t find a core to lock onto.

“Stop running around like morons! That was just like the card the human invoked before in the woods,” I heard a woman yell. “Activate the shell!”

I felt the anti-magic shell card fall over me. Suddenly, not only could I not get a lock on a person nearby, but my cards were completely suppressed again. Damn them.

After a moment of struggling to feel anything beyond the shell, I felt someone bend down close to my face.

“Now that,” the female voice that had called for the shell earlier said, “was very interesting.”

I recognized the voice, or at least what type of creature it came from, since it was a distinctly melodic and beautiful feminine voice. It was a female naga.

Now I knew that it was the non-humans from the city who had captured me, as I had suspected. I shook slightly at the realization of how helpless I was. I tried to stop myself but wasn’t able to hide it completely.

“Yes,” the voice said, touching me lightly on the chest. “You realize how much trouble you are in, don’t you, human?”

I desperately tried to find her energy to invoke a card on her, but before I could, I felt her strike me across the head. My head spun, and I saw flashes of light in the darkness of my hood. It didn’t knock me out, but it hurt so badly my head spun and I felt unable to pull my thoughts together.

“Someone will need to watch him constantly,” she said, “and never let him focus. Kick him. Hit him. Keep him from focusing even for a moment. But do not kill him, no matter what you do. Understand?”

I heard a chorus of replies, but my head hurt so much I couldn’t tell how many voices had responded.

“Motherfucker,” I heard a man say as he approached and began kicking me in the stomach and chest.

That was enough to push me into unconsciousness, and I fled gratefully. 
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Despite the beating, I came close to connecting my card to one of my captor’s cores several more times over the next several days. Each time I began to summon the energy of my card, though, the female naga came over and struck me so hard I almost lost consciousness. She seemed able to sense when someone summoned their energy to invoke a card, much like I could.

I was so disoriented, hungry, and in pain that if not for the passive regeneration from my Mend card, I was sure I would have died. I tried healing myself with an active invocation of Mend, but each time I did, the naga quickly called for the anti-magic shell. Once they realized I wasn’t invoking a hostile spell, I was rewarded for invoking the card by getting beaten even harder. Eventually, I stopped invoking Mend because it was causing me more pain and injury from the beatings than I could heal with the spell.

I lost track of how many days had passed since my capture. All I knew was pain, no sleep, little food or water, and darkness. The first clue I had that we were close to the city was when I began to hear the seabirds calling out. Soon after, my misery was interrupted by the sound of people cheering. I felt myself being hoisted upward, and the cheers grew even louder.

I must be at the city. My captors continue to hold me up high as more and more people around me began to cheer. They must be parading me around like a captured villain, even though all I did was free people they were forcing into servitude. I began to scream and struggle against the people holding me as I realized the amount of hate this city had for me, but my captors kept a tight hold on me, and I couldn’t get loose.

“Fuck you!” I tried to yell over the sounds of the cheering crowd. Tears began to soak into the hood over my head. This couldn’t be happening. Someone had to come rescue me, right?

I screamed again as I was lowered back down, and I felt them carry me forward through the throng of people cheering and calling me names.

“You bastards,” I tried yelling at them. “You are the villains! You got what you deserved!”

Nobody responded or even seemed to hear me. The crowd just kept cheering and yelling insults at me.

Feeling a deep sense of fear, more primal than anything I had ever experienced before, I flailed out to try to find another energy source to connect to. Anything that could work. I had to get out of here.

In my desperation, I felt myself connect with the energy of one of my captors holding me by the arm. I immediately invoked an Elemental Burst.

The explosion went off right next to me. My body was pierced by a thousand burning and freezing slivers of pain. I was blown to the side, the world turning upside down as I was sent flipping over and over in midair. Heat burned my skin, cold froze me in place, and stone shrapnel punctured me all across the right side of my body. I screamed in pain as I slammed into the ground and rolled several times before coming to a stop facedown.

I was so overwhelmed I couldn’t react right away. The crowd that had been cheering just a moment before was now screaming and trying frantically to get away from where I had been.

Once I could think straight again, I invoked Haste and Mend on myself and then rolled over so I wasn’t facedown on the ground. It was awkward with chains holding my feet and arms, but I managed to push myself upward. Once I was standing, I frantically began to hobble forward, trying to escape. Before I could get more than a few steps, a hand grabbed me by the arm and yanked me backward until I fell onto my back.

“Don’t worry!” I heard the female naga yelling over the screams of the crowd. “He is still a danger but we will show him the errors of his ways. We will strip him of his cards until he is nothing but garbage to be cast out upon the tide! Do not fear him any longer!”

I felt the anti-magic shell encapsulate me, and I collapsed back against the ground in despair. I had tried. I had tried everything I could. But it hadn’t been enough.

A hand grasped my head, and the naga spoke so only I could hear her. “I appreciate the show. Now it will be even easier to unite them behind hunting down the rest of you natives and regaining our workforce.”

She laughed softly and then struck me across the head.

I groaned in anger and despair. I tried to stand again, but my captors had surrounded me and began to kick me over and over until everything went black.

When I woke up, I could barely move from the pain of my injuries. I felt like I had been run over by a stampede of cattle. I heard myself groaning as if from a long distance away.

I cracked my eyes open warily. The hood was no longer over my head. I was in a prison cell of some kind, and a very faint light illuminated the room, although from where I lay, I couldn’t see a light source. I carefully moved my head, trying to minimize the pain of my injuries, in hopes of finding out where I was. I saw four walls made of stone, and in front of me was a solid door made of metal. Even in so much pain, I noticed what a cliché the prison cell was. I guess you didn’t need to improve on the concept if it kept working.

I invoked a Mend to help my injuries recover, but I immediately realized I was still blocked by an anti-magic shell card. Fuck. I was seriously hurt. It felt like I had at least a few broken bones, if not several of them. It was difficult for me to breathe, and one of my eyes was blurry. My face and body were inflamed and swollen, and I swore I could feel broken bones grinding against each other in my ribs as I breathed.

I carefully moved my hands and saw that I was no longer in chains. That was a slight improvement. I carefully checked my wrists where the chains had bound them together and found the skin was rubbed raw like a nasty rug burn.

I slowly stretched out on the cold stone floor and tried to meditate, wincing as my injuries sent sharp jabs of pain into my head. The anti-magic zone had to dissipate at some point. Even after they found out how dangerous I was, even with the hood on, they didn’t try to keep the shell on permanently. That told me that it had a cooldown of some sort.

I waited several hours, trying to meditate and invoke a Mend every so often. Even after hours of trying, the zone did not dissipate. Frustrated, I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, hoping that when I woke up, the passive regeneration of my Mend would have healed me more.

Hours passed as I drifted in and out of a fitful sleep. The light of the cell never changed despite there being no light sources anywhere that I could see. When I finally felt a little better, I stood and began carefully pacing around my cell to stretch my sore muscles as much as I could. I tried the door, but it didn’t even have a handle on this side. I did see a small sliding window, which my captors could presumably open from the other side if they wanted to speak to me or pass things into the cell.

Eventually, my limbs grew tired of standing and my imagination wouldn’t stop creating worst-case scenarios of what was going to be done to me here, so I sat down and tried to meditate again. I tried to follow the elven breathing patterns and meditation techniques I had been practicing for months now. I needed to find the peace of mind they gave me before I drove myself crazy with fear. I felt like a trapped animal, and a primal part of my mind clamored to take over. If I let it, I would only hurt myself more and achieve nothing.

Sometime later, I heard sounds outside my door, and the window was thrown open just long enough for a bowl of food and a pitcher of water to be dropped unceremoniously into my cell. A gruff male voice said through the door, “Toilet’s a hole in the corner. If you don’t use it, we will use your face to clean up the mess you make.” The guard then turned and walked away without another word.

I carefully stood up from where I had been meditating and grabbed the food and water. I didn’t think they’d try to poison me after dragging me back here alive, so the food was likely safe enough. The bowl contained some kind of fish porridge, which was absolutely disgusting. The bowl had a lid, so none of it had spilled out when the guard dropped it. I felt an irrational appreciation for that small kindness. The water was more or less fresh as well, so I knew they wanted me alive for something.

Hours passed, and still, the anti-magic shell never dissipated. I figured there was no way they were rotating people in to keep the card up full time. For that to happen, everyone in the city would need the card. Did they build their dungeon with some kind of anti-magic shell runes or something? Or did they have some kind of powerful magical item?

Was that a normal thing in this world? If you had a world full of people that had incredible powers, wouldn’t it make sense that people had found a way to control them? I hadn’t needed to build an evil dungeon in my town to imprison and torture people yet, so I didn’t know the details of how that all worked. Of course, I was rethinking that policy right now, for sure . . .

I eventually fell asleep and woke up the next time I was brought food. The guard demanded I pass him the old pitcher and bowl, and I did so without making any fuss. The food was fish porridge again. Ugh. This was almost worse than the physical beatings.

I began to lose track of time in the cell but spent most of my time meditating and trying to find a way around the anti-magic zone. I kept telling myself that Prince Andrathath must have foreseen this happening to me. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have specifically warned me about this kind of card. I clung to that hope and focused on finding out how the things he had taught me could get me out.

After an unknown number of days, someone finally came to speak to me. I was initially glad just to have something new happening, but then I saw it was the raven, the female naga, and the devil that I had parlayed with the night of the rescue.

The raven looked pretty beat-up still, which I was immensely happy to see. In contrast, while I was dirty and they had left me only in rags, my Mend passive had healed most of my wounds over the last few days, so I actually looked better than the raven did after months of recovery time.

The raven walked in with more of a hunch than I recalled him having before. Every step he took looked like it caused him pain. His beak was also broken off at the tip and didn’t look like it would ever heal. Despite my predicament, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling at the sight.

Seeing my smile, the raven began to yell and threaten me. It was all classic villainous monologue, so I just tuned him out. I stayed seated and tried to focus on sensing their cores so I could connect to them and kill them.

Eventually, probably realizing I was ignoring him, the raven shut up, and I looked up to see the naga stepping forward.

“Silly human,” she said and I immediately recognized her voice. She was the same naga that had brought me here from the forest. “This was inevitable.” She reached out and touched me lightly on the head. I hated the way she touched me so intimately. “Your people are the newest to serve the gods, and we are here to claim our dominion over you, as we have done with so many races before yours. It is your fate.”

I closed my eyes and began to ignore her as well, but she grabbed me by the back of the head and pulled me toward her.

“Now,” she said, “I am going to give you a choice. Are you ready to hear it?”

I didn’t respond, but I kept my eyes open and glared at her as she spoke.

“I have a card,” she said. “A very powerful card. One that can take, by force, that which is dearest to us all. Isn’t that interesting?”

I didn’t respond again.

“You see,” she continued, “my card can rip your most powerful cards out of you, whether you want to give them to me or not. And when it does so, it is the most excruciating pain imaginable. Or so I am told.”

I tried not to react to what she was saying, but my heart sped up and sweat broke out on the palms of my hands. Why wouldn’t she just kill me and take my cards to get this all over with?

“Yes,” she said. “I am going to use it on you. I am going to drain you dry of your spells until you beg me to stop. And then we will see how a pathetic human like you was able to gain so much power on this disgusting planet you call Earth.” She waited for her words to sink in. “The problem is that my card has a cooldown of one card per month. That can be a long time to spend here in this cell, growing weak while we begin our raid against your people.

“Or you can give us your cards now. Voluntarily. And we will let you go. If you surrender to us, fully, we will spare your life. You can even become a leader of the humans once we have recaptured them. You will be the prime example of how much better off you humans are if you give up your powerful cards and let us lead you. We will make sure you are well-rewarded and want for nothing. What do you say, human?”

I had no illusions that her offer was nothing but a trap to use me against the people I had helped rescue. If they knew about the power of my Time Sense, they would have probably already killed me to get it rather than going through with this farce. Once they got it, they would be even more impossible for us to fight. If I could delay them in getting that card for as long as possible, I would do so.

I closed my eyes and tried to reenter my meditative state, ignoring the naga as she held my head and stared at me.

She gave a tsk sound and stepped back, releasing my head painfully.

“Humans are always so difficult,” she said. “Then let us do this the hard way.”

I opened an eye and saw her slither out of my cell. The raven and devil stayed inside and watched me carefully. I avoided looking at the raven’s face because I was sure he was wearing a smug, asshole look, and I didn’t want to see it.

I felt—very, very faintly—the naga begin to summon her energy. Before she could finish, I jumped up and charged toward the raven, thinking he might be the weakest of the three in a physical fight. Before I could get to him, a terrible burning sensation exploded in my chest. It was so painful I collapsed to the ground like a ragdoll.

The pain was like a million fires were burning through my veins, muscles, cells, thoughts, memories—every single part of me that had ever existed or would ever exist. I knew I was screaming but couldn’t hear myself because I was trapped in the endless, overwhelming pain.

After what felt like days, the pain finally ended. When I could think again, I found I was lying on the stone floor, panting, weeping, and having emptied everything from inside me. I forced my eyes open and saw the raven staring down at me in pleasure. The naga was still standing outside of my cell, holding a burning card in her hand.

“Elemental Burst?” she said, looking down at the card in her hand as it slowly stopped burning. “That is new but hardly that impressive. How could this be his most powerful spell?”

“No!” I screamed, trying to rise. My throat was raw and I barely made a sound as I tried to yell. It hurt to even make a sound. When I tried to lift myself up from the floor, my body refused to respond. I continued to lie there, twitching slightly as the non-humans stared at me.

“Tsk tsk,” the naga said. “We will get all of your cards soon enough. No need to get so worked up about it. Enjoy the anticipation of your next session, human.”

The devil kicked me in the ribs on his way out. The raven just smirked at me with his stupid broken beak before leaving. I stopped trying to stand and just closed my eyes, trying to breathe through the pain.

I heard the door slam as the three of them left, and I was once again trapped in my cell.

I couldn’t stand and felt even worse than I did after the beating I had received when I tried to escape just a few days ago. I had no way to access my cards. I had no way to get out of the cell. My friends had no idea I was here, and even if they did, I wasn’t sure they could do much against so many non-humans. This was very, very bad.
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I wasn’t sure how long it took me to recover from the naga’s card, but I felt a raw emptiness in my chest every time I thought about what she had done to me. I couldn’t understand why they hadn’t just killed me and taken my cards. From what the naga had said, they had some complicated scheme designed to get me to lead the humans back here or something, but they had to know I wouldn’t give in and help them. Maybe months or years of torture would change that, though. I had never considered myself a particularly tough person, but that was before the transition. Since then, I had found a core of strength inside me that I had never expected to be there before.

Once I recovered from the torture, I threw myself into meditation and practicing the forms that Prince Andrathath had taught me. I kept telling myself there had to be a clue to beating the shell somewhere in his lessons. There just had to be.

Time skewed into a strange blur. All I did was meditate, practice my forms, and ate everything they gave me to keep up my strength. I wasn’t sure how often I slept, but it didn’t feel like often. I practiced with a desperation I had never experienced before in my life.

He had told me the physical was the gateway to the magical. I needed to master infusing my strikes with the energy of my cards first, and then I could learn to use the energy for reproducing spells. I had practiced diligently since I left my town, but I had honestly not been practicing as much as I should have been. I hadn’t infused my strikes like when he had me grinding the undead dungeon. Instead, I had fallen back on using my magical cards for most combat. Everything had just seemed so precarious when I was helping the people of this city; I hadn’t wanted to risk losing someone or failing in a mission because I chose to use my sword instead of my spell cards.

I started by trying to recapture the feeling of infusing my strikes with energy. Instead of focusing it on a sword, though, I focused it on my hands, feet, knees, elbows—anywhere that I could use to strike with the patterns that Prince Andrathath had taught me. When I threw a punch, I focused on trying to channel my energy into my fist. When the forms called for a knee strike, I infused my knee with energy. When I performed a kick, I imagined my energy enhancing my foot, just like it had done with my sword in the dungeon.

Weeks passed, and I started to feel something coalescing in my strikes as I practiced. It felt like hot, vibrant energy that formed just on the edge of my skin when I struck. I continued to practice over and over for hours, only stopping to eat and sleep when my body absolutely demanded that I rest. I imagined the energy of the world around me infusing my body and my strikes. Eventually, it felt like my mind could make my visions a reality if I just kept trying hard enough.

I was in the middle of practicing the forms when I heard what I thought was the guard bringing me my next meal. The door opened, and I saw the raven, naga, and devil in the doorway. It had already been a month? My grasp on time was slipping even further than I thought.

I stopped practicing the form I was working on and charged them immediately. I tried to infuse my body with energy and strike out at one of them before they could stop me. Before I could even get past the door of my cell, though, a strong gust of wind slammed into me, sending me tumbling away from the door.

The three of them laughed, and then the pain of the naga’s card began to overtake me again. It was just as bad as the last time, if not worse; my mind knew it would feel like an eternity of pain and that I could do nothing to stop it.

Afterward, the naga was staring down at another card in her hand.

“Haste,” she said, examining the card she had stolen from me. “Yes, that could explain a few things if it was high enough level. Very interesting.”

I lay there, gasping for breath, my body shaking and spasming from the pain. The three non-humans didn’t linger to mock me this time. Instead, they slammed the door and walked away without another word.

Days passed before my regeneration brought me back to health. Once I could stand, I immediately began to meditate and practice my forms again, pushing through the lingering pain from the naga’s card. I had made progress last time. I was sure I wasn’t just imagining feeling the energy infusing some of my strikes. I needed to make faster progress, though, or they would take all my cards before I got anywhere. If they got my Mend or Toughness card, I wouldn’t be able to recover in time to get any meaningful practice done between torture sessions. I suspected that most people took weeks to recover from the forceful theft of their cards, and I was taking only days because of my physical cards and passive regeneration. If I lost that, I was scared I would never make it out of here.

I also wasn’t sure why my Time Sense card hadn’t been taken first. According to the naga, her card took the most powerful card first. Could it not take my Time Sense card because it was legendary? That was the only real difference between it and my other cards. She stole my Haste this time, so I knew her card could take time cards. Maybe her card was also a legendary card so it didn’t work on other legendary cards. I had no clue, but I was thankful her card hadn’t taken my Time Sense card so far. I hoped that would continue, because I would need it to escape this place.

I put that thought out of my head and focused on channeling the energy around me into my strikes once again. Time for more practice.

Several more weeks went by, as far as I could tell, given the lack of anything but my meals to distinguish how much time was passing. Constant practice—I only stopped to sleep and eat—started to pay off. I found myself able to harness the energy around me and infuse it into my strikes more and more consistently. It was not just my imagination anymore; now I could see the energy spark whenever I followed through with a strike. When I kicked, a purple flash of energy would explode around my foot. It lit my cell with a vibrant, dangerous-looking light.

I continued meditating between practicing the forms. I focused my meditations on feeling the energy around me, through the shell that was preventing me from using my cards. During one of those meditation sessions, while I was imagining the energy coalescing around my fists, I felt the energy appear around my fists without having to perform an attack to summon it. I opened my eyes and looked down at my fists resting on my knees. That same vibrant, dangerous purple energy I had felt before was now coating my fists. I focused on the energy, imagining it extending out from my knuckles to form small but sharp-looking claws. I watched in awe as the energy obeyed my will and formed itself as I had wished. The purple energy pulsated and almost seemed to have a mind of its own, eager to inflict pain or rend and kill anything my claws came into contact with.

The energy began to fade, and I felt an exhaustion from inside my chest, from where I used to be able to summon my cards. My core had been tapped dry from manifesting the claws like that.

After that breakthrough, I switched my focus from practicing the forms to manifesting the energy around my fists. I began to spend more of my time meditating, although I did continue to practice the forms and enhance my strikes as well.

Before I could do more than manifest the claws for a few minutes at a time, the non-humans returned. This time, I didn’t charge at them or try to attack them. I had learned how useless that was, and I didn’t want to embarrass myself further with futile gestures. I was making progress, and it was just a matter of time until I got my revenge. I would let them torture me now, but there would come a time when the favor was returned.

When I regained consciousness, I was lying on the ground, twitching and panting again.

“Elemental Bolts,” I heard the naga say. “Another new one, but not very powerful. This is very disappointing.”

“Fuck,” I gasped out after they had left. That was my last attack spell card. I had counted on getting out of the cell before they took all my magical cards. Now it would be significantly harder to break out of here using only my physical abilities.

I let myself recover from the torture and then threw myself into meditating and practicing the forms. I practiced summoning the claws while doing the forms so I could make sure that I could use the claws while doing more than just meditating. Slowly, I got good enough that I could keep the claws for at least ten or more minutes while also running through the forms. I pushed myself to complete the forms faster and faster, imagining the energy giving me more and more speed. I tried to feel what it had been like to use my Haste card and tried to replicate that with the energy around me over and over.

After what felt like several more weeks of consistent progress, I decided I had to try to escape now, before the non-humans came for another card. Toughness and Mend were my next highest-level cards, so they would likely take one of those two. I wasn’t sure I could recover from the torture if I didn’t have both of those cards working to keep me healthy, so I knew I had to act. I could consistently enhance my strikes with energy now and manifest my claws for long enough to do serious damage if I needed to, so this was my best chance to make it out while I was still strong enough to do so.

After my guard brought me my next meal, I waited patiently for him to leave and then moved to the door. I listened closely but couldn’t hear anyone or anything outside my cell. I closed my eyes, took several deep breaths, and then summoned the claw on my right hand.

Once the energy of the claw appeared, I began to scrape my claws against the door like I was peeling a carrot or potato for dinner. My claws peeled off strips of metal with ease. I continued to strip metal from the door until I’d dug a hole big enough to fit my entire hand. I reached through the hole and felt around until I found a large metal bar that was placed across the door. There was no lock on the inside of the door, and I had never heard them unlock the cell, so I had a feeling the door was secured differently. Now I knew I was right and they had a bar; I could feel it, and it was as thick as my wrist and as wide as my hand. There was no way I could get enough leverage to lift it up with just one hand; the bar could fall to the hard floor and potentially make a loud sound. But I was worried the guard might return before I could finish making a big enough hole to lift the bar quietly. I decided to risk making a sound that might alert the guard. It was time to get a bit bold about this whole thing.

Casting caution to the wind, I reached under the bar and lifted it up and over until it fell to the ground with a loud clang. I quickly pulled my hand back through the hole and shoved my cell door open.

Outside the cell, other cell doors lined the walls on each side of a narrow hallway. Faint light illuminated the hallway, just like it had in my cell, but still, there was no light source. Staring at the hallway, I realized for the first time that the light was very similar to the light in a dungeon. Had they literally turned a dungeon into a dungeon? Was that why I hadn’t seen actual darkness for months now? Was it some additional aspect of the torture? Or was the dungeon being inside an actual dungeon something that was needed to fuel some kind of anti-magic field?

I considered picking up the bar to use as a weapon, but my new claws seemed significantly more effective, so I left it on the ground outside my cell. I reached inside myself to sense my cards, and for the first time in months, they responded to my call. I only had my Time Sense and Mend as active cards now, but knowing that I could invoke my cards again gave me a rush of relief. It was strange to be so reliant on my cards after living most of my life without any magic at all, but it felt good to have that power back if I needed it now.

No guard had come to investigate the sound of the bar falling, so I moved cautiously toward the end of the hallway, where I could see a door that led somewhere other than a cell. Unlike the cell doors, this one was wood and had a traditional lock on one side. I summoned my claws, and a violent urge to punch my way through the door and begin killing everyone I saw boiled up inside of me. The anger and rage that had been building in me demanded release. I saw myself kicking down the door and rending anyone and everyone I found with my claws, feeling them tearing into their bodies in unrestrained bloodlust. I had to take several deep breaths; my adrenaline was spiking at just the thought of unleashing my revenge like that. I was very tempted to give in to my rage fully, but I restrained myself with a surge of mental will. There would be a time and place for such revenge, but for now, such mindless anger would only lead to my recapture. Before I could change my mind, I quickly slashed open the door in front of me, cutting through the lock in a single strike.

Once the lock fell apart, I opened the door and glanced at what appeared to be a guard room of some kind. I could see several chairs, a large wooden table, and several other locked wooden doors that presumably led to other parts of the dungeon. On the table was a large pitcher of water, some leftover, half-eaten bread, and what looked like a selection of cured meats that somebody hadn’t finished.

Seeing nobody around, I moved to the table and ate everything I saw. I had no clue how old the food might be, but I was so hungry I didn’t really care anymore. The food wasn’t great and definitely tasted a bit off, but it was paradise compared to the fish porridge I had been eating in my cell. I didn’t think I would be eating seafood again for the rest of my life after months of eating that porridge.

Once I finished eating and washing down the food with the water from the pitcher, I checked all the doors leading out of the room until I found the one that didn’t lead to more cells. Opening that door with a swipe of my claw, I saw a set of narrow stairs leading upward. I ducked through the door and quickly ran up the stairs.

At the top was a small landing, and at the end of the landing was the swirling energy of a dungeon portal. They had indeed made their dungeon inside an actual dungeon. How strange. Part of me wanted to investigate why they would do that, but a much bigger part of me was working to keep myself from exploding through the door and murdering everyone I found on the other side.

I stepped through the portal, my claws extended and ready for whatever might be waiting on the other side. As the world outside the dungeon came into focus, I saw I was in a large, round, stone building. The portal was set at the bottom of a set of stairs, similar to a stairway leading to the basement of a house. The room around the portal was decorated like an office of some sort, with several desks piled high with paperwork. Seated at the desk was a devil guard who was staring at my sudden appearance with shock.

I leaped up the stairs and dove across his desk, tackling him backward and grabbing him by the throat so fast he couldn’t react.

“Do not speak,” I said, squeezing his throat with my right hand, “or I will kill you. Do nothing but nod if you understand.”

The guard nodded frantically.

“You know who I am?” I asked him.

He nodded again.

“Do you know where they have taken my stuff? My cards? My items?”

He hesitated.

I let my claws dig into his neck and watched as blood began to slowly drip onto the tabard he was wearing. I felt fierce pride at seeing the blood dripping down his throat and at having this bastard’s life in my hands. Part of me knew that was not who I was and that my time being tortured and locked up had seriously fucked me up, but another part of me wanted to squeeze until the guard screamed for mercy and begged me to stop.

Before my violent rage could do anything more, the guard finally started nodding to indicate he did know where my stuff was.

“Very quietly,” I said, leaning forward, “you are going to tell me. If you lie to me, I will come back and find you. If you know who I am and why the leaders of your city went to so much effort to capture me, then you know what I am capable of. If you tell me the truth, I will lock you in a cell downstairs instead of killing you. Someone will eventually find you and free you. Understand?”

He nodded again.

I relaxed my hold on his neck slightly, pushing my bloodthirst aside.

“Your stuff,” he said, swallowing nervously, “is in Lady Lapis’s office. All the way at the top of the tower. She has it all, including your cards.”

I looked at him intently, trying to determine if he was telling me the truth or not.

“I swear,” he said, sweating as I glared at him.

Deciding I didn’t have much choice but to trust in what he told me, I grabbed him and dragged him back to the dungeon entrance. Once we were back inside, the dim light of the dungeon made me feel a sudden, painful claustrophobia. The anger over what had been done to me surged, and before I could tamp it down again, I slit his throat with my claws. His bleeding body tumbled down the stairs in front of me, and he landed at the bottom, wheezing and trying to hold his throat to stop the flow of blood. The rational part of my mind told me to be disgusted by what I had just done, but I couldn’t feel anything but satisfaction at the sight of the guard slowly dying in front of me.

The guard eventually took his last breath, so I turned around and exited the dungeon. I looked around the office for anything like armor or weapons but didn’t find anything that was better than what I could do with my body now. I could see two ways out of the tower. One was a door that led outside and to my freedom, and the second was a twisting stairway leading upward. I chose to go upward.

I didn’t encounter another person as I climbed up the tower. I was torn on whether to be thankful for that or to regret that I didn’t get to kill more of the guards who had imprisoned me. I felt angry. Angrier than I had ever felt before in my life. It was an overwhelming anger, something more powerful than my rational mind. I felt out of control in a way that I had never experienced before. Part of me wondered if I was under the effect of some kind of spell, but I knew that wasn’t it. It was righteous anger at what had been done to me. At the pure arrogance of these creatures who’d come here and done this to my people and to me, then acted like they were completely justified in doing so. Even anger at the gods who had done this to my world. All of it was boiling up inside me and demanding release.

I had resolved to just be a simple shopkeep. I didn’t ask for any of this. I wanted to be sitting in front of my shop, doodling in my journal and minding my own damn business. I hadn’t asked to be dragged into all of this.

The tower was only a few stories tall, so I quickly reached the top. There was a small landing on the top floor and then a large door set in the middle of a stone wall. Most of the top floor was behind the door. After months of practicing sensing energy while inside a magic suppression field of some kind, I could now easily sense the energy of a person behind the door. I could feel the person’s core from here, even without needing to concentrate or meditate. If I had been able to do this on the way down here, I could have easily killed all of my captors and escaped.

I debated whether I should kick down the door and attack the person inside or wait out here and hope to ambush them when they left. Ultimately, though, I didn’t know what was waiting for me inside, and I didn’t have the time to wait to ambush someone, so I decided to just knock on the door.

I rapped on the door several times and then waited patiently. I felt the core of energy inside as the person stood and began to walk toward the door.

When the door opened just a bit, I saw that it was indeed the naga inside, so I shoved the door open as hard as I could. The door slammed against the naga, disorienting her for a second. I stepped forward and launched the hardest right hook I had ever thrown in my life. Enhanced by my claws and my righteous anger, my fist caught the naga in the side of the head and sent her spinning to the ground.

I strode forward and began to punch her again and again in the head, taking no chances. After unleashing my rage on her, I realized I was panting and crying. I stopped and wiped my tears away angrily. I checked to make sure the naga was still alive. Even after the pummeling I had given her, she was barely injured. These non-humans were monstrously strong.

I turned away from her and closed the door behind me, securing it from the inside. After that, I quickly scanned the room to see where I was and if there was anything of mine in here.

Her room had papers and books strewn everywhere. The entire room was full of knickknacks, scrolls, books, and loose papers like in a mad scientist’s laboratory. That effect was further magnified by a rather complicated-looking crafting table full of tubes, burners, and jars of ingredients that looked very similar to a modern chemistry lab. The naga had a large desk shoved in a corner. A small bed and several rugs on the floor were the only other luxuries in the room. Across from the door was a large glass window that let in enough sunlight for me to see the room clearly.

I checked to make sure the naga was still unconscious and then quickly searched the room. I found my backpack in one corner, under a few loose piles of paper. I threw the papers to the side and grabbed my backpack, digging through to see if any of my cards or magical items were inside. I didn’t find any of my cards, but I did find my boots and leather pants. They were my least powerful items, so the naga had probably not cared enough about them to do more than stuff them inside the backpack and forget about them.

Frustrated, I continued searching the room and noticed my cloak was hanging on the back of the door. I snatched it down and stuffed it into my backpack with my other items. Then I strapped my backpack on tightly and secured it around my waist and chest in case I had to make a hasty exit.

I began searching the naga’s desk but only found more paper, some pens, and a large number of notebooks that I didn’t have the time to read. I moved over to her body and stood over her, trying to decide what to do. I could kill her now and take her cards to help me escape, but a large part of me felt that was not a harsh enough punishment for her. I wanted to inflict pain, not just kill her. But if I tried to do that, chances were good she would be so strong I couldn’t stop her if she got a chance to fight back. And the rational part of my brain kept telling me I was not someone that could just casually torture someone—no matter how angry I felt right now. I tried telling myself to be better than that, but the anger at what had been done to me made it hard to listen to that part of me.

I bent down to check the naga’s pockets to see if she had a spare deck of cards on her when she twitched and her eyes shot open. I jerked back in surprise.

“You!” she began to yell. Before she could do more, I struck her again in the head as hard as I could.

This time, she was more prepared and managed to roll with the punch, so I barely grazed her head with my fist. She jumped up quickly, her agility surprising me. I summoned my claws again and dove at her, trying to land a blow before she fully recovered, but she managed to dodge away from me before I could strike her.

“You human scum!” she yelled, beginning to circle around me in a fighter’s stance. She clearly had plenty of experience fighting in hand-to-hand combat.

I focused on enhancing my strikes with energy, like I had done in the dungeon below, and struck at her as quickly as I could with my claws. She managed to dodge my first strike, but I caught her on the back with my left claw as she spun away from me. I quickly threw a kick back at her to follow up, enhanced the sole of my foot with energy, and felt my foot connect with her side. I finished my spin and saw that she had been thrown to the ground from my kick.

I dove at her before she could recover and struck her in the head several times in rapid succession. I didn’t pull my punches. If she was able to fight me on equal footing, I had little chance of beating her. Plus, she had access to all her cards and they were likely powerful compared to the meager few cards I had remaining.

When I saw she was dazed from my punches, I frantically dug through her pockets again in search of some spell cards to help in my fight against her, but before I found anything, I could feel her summon her energy. I had to quickly dodge backward as a burst of elemental energy exploded where I had been standing.

Even though I managed to dodge most of her spell, I was still pelted with flame, ice, and shrapnel from the explosion, and I was blown across the room.

“How do you like my new cards, human?” she said, giving me a bloody grin. She stood quickly, seemingly having recovered more than I thought possible after how much I had hit her. She was moving unnaturally quickly as she stood. She must be using my Haste card against me. The card she had just invoked was clearly my Elemental Burst card. I had been lucky to dodge it; if it had caught me, I would be slowed and hurt so badly I would probably be out of the fight already.

Leaping forward before the cooldown on my card could come back up, I threw several rapid kicks and punches at her. I felt her coalesce energy again, and a blue barrier of energy appeared in front of her. My attacks bounced off it without any visible effect. Another damn shield card. I just had to hope it wasn’t as powerful as the raven’s had been. Otherwise, I was done for.

I frantically threw my senses at the barrier, feeling its cold energy blocking my strikes. With my new senses, I could feel the barrier in a way that I hadn’t been able to feel the raven’s before. I stopped striking at the barrier and instead just pushed my claws forward, forcing them into the barrier with all of my strength and willpower. The barrier began to weaken in front of my claws. My claws slowly began to peel the energy of the shield open in front of me.

“No,” she said, stepping back, “that is impossible!”

I didn’t respond, grunting as I strained to widen the hole.

She watched in shock as my claws began to tear the hole in her shield wider and wider until the entire thing shattered around me in a cascade of blue energy. I lunged forward through the remains of the shield but had to dodge backward as I felt her summon her energy and target my location with a card. Another Elemental Burst went off in the room, but this time, I dodged far enough away to resist the worst of the card, then quickly charged back at her before she could use another card.

“How did you get out?” she yelled. “No human should be able to do what you are doing.”

I threw several rapid combinations of punches at her, but she dodged away quickly, and I missed hitting her with each one. As she spun, I could see blue blood slowly soaking into her clothing from where I had struck her in the side earlier, so I had injured her a bit.

“Your Haste will wear off,” I said as she continued to dodge my strikes with Haste-enhanced speed. “And then I will kill you.”

“Wait,” she gasped as she turned to face me. “What do you want? Is it your cards back? I will give them to you if you promise to leave me alone.”

“I will take them from your body,” I said, attacking again. She continued to dodge me with Haste-enhanced speed, but with how much she had been relying on the card to avoid me, she had to be running low on time by now.

I felt her summon another Elemental Burst at me, and I rolled forward until I was standing right in front of her. The shrapnel from the card exploded over both of us, distracting her long enough for me to swipe a claw across her scaly lower body and another across her stomach. She gasped as my claws drew blood, but she dodged away again before I could hurt her more.

I followed, ready to attack again, but she must have realized she was finally in real trouble, because I felt her begin to invoke another card before the cooldown on my Elemental Burst was over. This time, it wasn’t localized to where I was standing so I couldn’t dodge the card as easily. I backed up slightly, and five elemental bolts appeared above her head and immediately flew toward me.

I only had a second to react, so I crouched and turned my back on the bolts. I focused all my energy into strengthening and hardening the energy around me, as if I was forming my own shield to protect myself. I felt the bolts explode against my back, and the pain was immense. If I hadn’t been subjected to what felt like a lifetime of torture every time this naga used her card on me, the pain might have been so bad I would have fallen unconscious. Now, though, this pain felt like a drop in the bucket compared to what had already been done to me. The bolts had hurt me, but pain was just a feeling now. One that could be ignored. Still able to think clearly, I invoked a Mend and stood back up from where I had been crouching.

“There is no way out of this,” I said, turning back to her. “You should have just left me alone.”

Seeing me apparently unharmed by her cards, she backed away frantically, and I felt her begin to summon another magical attack. Tired of fighting her on equal terms, I invoked Time Sense and froze time completely. The naga was immediately frozen in front of me. I stepped forward, preparing to kill her and take back my cards, but before I could I felt something burst from the naga, shattering the effect of my card. I staggered backwards, shocked that my card had failed to hold her.

She reached into her chest, pulled out a card, and held it up in front of her. The card was burning with a fierce purple light. I leaped forward to try to grab the card, but before I could a large purple portal formed behind her.

“You triggered Last Resort," she said, staring in surprise at the purple card in her hand. "I don't know what kind of card you used that was capable of such a thing, but I will find a way back to this miserable backwater and take it from you! This I - agh!"

Before she could finish, I grabbed the hand that had been holding the card and tried to throw her away from the portal so she couldn’t escape. She must have had a card that triggered whenever it sensed an effect like mine that left her completely vulnerable to attack. It must have dispelled the effect of my card automatically and opened a portal for her to retreat through.

Instead of me throwing her away from the portal, she managed to twist her wrist to break my hold, and my momentum carried me around her body. She turned and struck me hard in the stomach with her other hand. I tried to turn and avoid the strike, but when her fist connected with my stomach, I was thrown backward. I tried summoning Time Sense again, but the naga's Last Resort prevented me from activating my card again. I felt a strange sucking sensation as I instinctively stepped backward to recover from her strike. I tried to lurch forward but was unable to move. I stared at the naga in front of me in confusion. Instead of using some kind of card against me, she was staring at me in horror.

“No!” she screamed at me, reaching forward to grab me. If I had been able to move, I might have even tried to reach for her hands. The strange sucking sensation behind me intensified, and the naga began to fade further and further away from me.

Confused by what was happening, I tried to turn and look behind me, but I was completely unable to move even my head. The world around me began to turn a harsh shade of purple, like I was looking through a stained-glass window, and then the naga and her office faded from view completely, leaving me staring at nothing but a pulsating sheen of purple energy.
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The world slowly came into focus around me. I found myself no longer in the tower room with the naga but instead standing in a small room with no windows. It looked fancy, nothing like the prison cell I had just escaped. The floor was wood, polished so immaculately it seemed to glow with its own light. The walls around me were painted with ornate representations of waves, the ocean, and what looked like naga poised heroically.

Across from where I stood was a sliding wooden door. It was partially open. I carefully moved forward and peered through the crack in the door. The room outside was richly appointed and continued the water theme of the room I was standing in. The furniture was all shades of blue and green. Fountains, ponds, and streams filled the room. The floor was also made of fine wood, and the walls were painted with frescos of the ocean and nagas. The room was bigger than any home I had ever lived in, and one wall was entirely covered in windows that looked out on other buildings.

I gaped at what I was seeing out the windows. It looked like . . . modern skyscrapers. Everywhere. I could see three of them just from where I was standing behind the mostly closed door.

I slowly slid the door open and looked around some more. A hallway ran to my right, and a corner to my left led somewhere else. I stepped out and moved into the large room with the windows.

The sound of the water falling from the fountains would have been soothing if I wasn’t so tense from what was going on. I walked over to the windows and got a good look at the place I found myself in.

Hundreds of skyscrapers dominated the view. This was a modern city greater than even New York had been before the transition. Where the hell was I?

It sure didn’t seem like a naga city—I couldn’t imagine them building so high. I leaned against the glass and saw that we were above the clouds themselves. Below me stretched protected bridges that ran from building to building like a set of streets built into the sky. Below that, I saw nothing but clouds.

As I stared in awe, something zipped by the window so quickly I couldn’t get a good look at it. I stepped back in alarm but then pressed my face against the glass to see what had passed. I could just make out some kind of creature flying through the air.

Now that I looked, I could see other things flying in the air around the towers. There were people of all kinds. Some were flying with no visible means of doing so, some were riding various beasts, and some were flying gnome-looking contraptions. One creature with massive golden wings even landed on a large open balcony a few skyscrapers away.

“Wow,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying.

I heard a gasp behind me and turned quickly at the sound, my claws instinctively coming out to attack. I saw a large male naga sitting up from one of the couches that had been turned away from me.

“I’m so sorry,” I heard the naga say. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep!”

I stared at the naga in confusion.

He looked over at me, clearly expecting someone else. “Who . . .” he began, but I leaped across the room and grabbed him before he could continue. “Please, no!” he yelled as my claws wrapped around his throat.

I had expected him to put up more of a fight, but he immediately started cringing, and tears had started to form in his eyes. I immediately felt like a jerk.

“Where am I?” I demanded, suppressing the feeling.

“Wha . . . ?” he said, definitely crying now.

“Where. Am. I?” I enunciated.

“Lady Lapis’s villa!” he yelled as I squeezed his neck slightly.

“Who are you?” I asked him.

“I’m just the house sitter until she returns!” he squealed. Like, actually squealed. This was nothing like the naga I had met at home.

“Where am I more generally?” I asked, gesturing with my other hand to the window.

“What do you mean?” he responded, puzzled. “And how did you get in here? Lady Lapis has impeccable security. You should not have been able to get in here.”

“What world is this?” I demanded. “Tell me.”

“What world?” He gasped. “Oh dear. Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.”

I shook him a bit and demanded that he answer my question.

“Did you come through Lady Lapis’s portal? Is something wrong with her? Are you from . . . the newest world? You should not be here!”

“Yeah, no shit I shouldn’t be here, but I am here, so tell me where here is or I will kill you and find out on my own.”

He swallowed nervously. “You are in Ambrosia, the city of the gods,” the naga finally responded.

“Ambrosia?” I responded, looking out the window again. This was better than being tortured to death in a prison cell, but still, I wanted to get home.

“Can I use that room I arrived in to go back to where I came from?”

The naga immediately started shaking his head. “Only if you have a portal card to that planet! And if you are from the new planet, then those aren’t allowed except for people willing to participate in the seeding from the gods!”

“Like Lady Lapis did?”

“Yes.” The naga nodded carefully. “Her clan was waning in power here in Ambrosia so she was forced to enter the seeding. I was hired to watch her villa for however long she was gone. How did you get her portal card? She was only allowed to bring one for emergency reasons!”

I ignored the naga. So I couldn’t go back without dealing with the gods, and chances were good that they would know immediately I was from Earth already, and that might cause me a lot of problems.

“How do I get out of here?” I asked the naga.

He gestured down the hallway to the right of the room I had appeared in. “There is an elevator there that will take you to any floor you want.”

I looked at him. He didn’t seem like a fighter, and he hadn’t tried to invoke any cards at me this entire time. Should I kill him and loot any cards he might have? Did this planet even use cards? I asked him about that.

“Yes!” he replied. “But they are much harder to get here than in a new world. That is why so many people risk going through the seeding. Here, most people only have servant cards. Only the powerful like Lady Lapis and her clan control the kinds of cards you find on a new planet.”

Hmmm . . . so killing him might not give me any useful cards anyway. I was still feeling angry and vengeful from what had been done to me, but if what this naga said was true, he was nothing more than a house sitter.

I stepped back from him and looked down as he cowered on the couch in front of me. I definitely felt like a bit of an asshole now.

“Look,” I said, “what kind of currency do they use here?”

“Shards.” He dug into his waistband, pulled out a pouch, and thrust it my way.

I took it and looked inside. There were a handful of shards, just like from my world. “Just shards? Not cards?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head, “cards are too rare!”

“Alright, I am going to take these. And I will leave you alive, but don’t do anything until I am long gone, understand?”

He nodded frantically.

“Is there anything else of value in here?” I asked.

“No,” he said, “the clan wouldn’t trust me with anything valuable. I am just a contract worker. I swear!”

I slowly stepped back, keeping an eye on the naga, and then turned and walked down the hallway he had indicated.

There, I saw what looked like an elevator from my world. Next to two rich blue doors was a glowing button. Eerily similar to Earth.

I turned to look at the naga. He was still sitting on the couch, staring at me apprehensively. I pressed the button and stepped back slightly. Nothing happened, and I felt a bit like a savage afraid of technology, but I couldn’t be sure the naga wasn’t messing with me.

I waited for a minute while staring at the naga, who was swallowing nervously, until a soft chime rang out in front of me, making me feel nostalgic for the chime of my shop. The doors began to open, and in front of me was definitely an elevator. It even had soothing elevator music that sounded like the gentle waves of the ocean crashing against a beach.

I entered the elevator and turned to watch the naga. On the wall of the elevator was a large number of buttons with numbers from one to a hundred. This was clearly the same numbering system I was familiar with—which seemed impossible—but it must be the same magic that let everyone speak the same language on Earth. Were the numbers actually in some completely foreign script but translated to the ones I was familiar with in my mind?

Ignoring these questions for now, I pressed the button for the first floor. As the doors were about to close, the naga leaped up and pressed something on a wall nearby. An alarm immediately began to blare out from the walls around me.

“You motherfucker!” I yelled, forcing energy into my movements so I could jam my hand forward and stop the doors from closing.

“No!” the naga yelled, turning to run. I leaped forward, summoning my claws, and impaled him through the chest before he could make it more than a few steps.

I looked down at the dying naga with no remorse.

He died several moments later, and I looted his corpse. The first thing I noticed was that he only had five cards. He must not have been lying about how rare cards were if he didn’t even have a full deck. The cards themselves were completely unhelpful.

One seemed actively harmful to me—Loyalty. It made the bearer of the card more loyal to the Azurewave naga clan. All of the cards appeared to be crafted as well. All had the designation of crafted where my cards listed the power level. The cards were made of a plastic-like material and had no adornments or designs around the edges. They looked like something made as cheaply as possible in a factory somewhere.

The naga’s other cards were all crafting/servant-oriented as well. One was for boosting his ability to clean, another for simple repairs to property and goods. One was for handling vehicles safely, and the last card was for preparing food. He really wasn’t lying about how this world’s card system worked.

It was honestly pretty depressing. I couldn’t imagine having access to magical cards that could do all kinds of amazing things and then being force-fed Loyalty and servant cards and nothing else. It was worse than being a menial worker back home by far, and I should know—I was one!

I then searched his pockets to see if he had any other cards but came up empty. I looked down at myself. I was covered in rags and filth, and I needed to change if I was going to make it out of here. Feeling pressured by the alarm, I quickly stripped off my dirty clothing and dove into one of the pools nearby. I wiped myself as clean as I could in the pristine water, leaving it dirty and disgusting. I felt a small amount of enjoyment at that.

Then I put on my boots and pants from my backpack and threw on my cloak. I closed the clasp in the front so it would hopefully hide my lack of a shirt. Then I threw the hood up and got back into the elevator. I pressed the button for the first floor and let the doors close in front of me.

As the elevator began to descend, the back wall became transparent and I turned to look outside. Ambrosia was pretty breathtaking, even if it was clearly built on the backs of poor schmucks like that naga and worlds like mine, which the gods utterly destroyed for their sick games.

As the elevator traveled downward, I saw more and more non-humans flying, hovering, or riding futuristic devices around the many, many skyscrapers that dominated the sky. Open balconies jutted out of the skyscrapers. Inside were massive apartments, huge pools, and all kinds of other signs of obscene wealth and privilege.

As we ducked down under the cloud line, things became a bit different. Everything was darker down here, and there were significantly fewer people flying around. Several vehicles with flashing sirens like the cop cars back home approached the building. There weren’t any more pools or fancy balconies down here, and the windows looked significantly smaller and were covered in dirt and grime. The air itself seemed dirty with some kind of pollution.

Finally, the elevator gave another soft chime, and I looked up to see that an indicator above the door had a number one on it. The doors opened quickly, revealing a huge lobby of some kind of stone. A number of naga dressed in security uniforms were stationed throughout the lobby. The wall across from where I exited the elevator was glass, and set into the middle of it was a large door.

Several security guards turned to examine me as I exited the elevator. The alarm was blaring down here, and the guards looked tense but seemed to be focused on the door outside rather than the elevator I had come from.

Two of the guards jogged over to me, but I walked toward the door as if I had nothing to hide.

“Please be careful,” one of the guards said as I walked past him. “We have received an alarm and could be coming under attack at any moment.”

I waved a hand imperiously as if such things were beneath my concern and continued to walk toward the door. Sweat beaded on my brow, but the guards didn’t stop me. I heard them whisper quietly behind me.

“Do you know who that is?” one of them was asking the other.

“No,” he said, “but it must be one of the new spawns for it to have such a powerful item and be so small.”

“Will we get in trouble for letting it go outside during an attack?”

“Do you want to stop it? It is probably going out there to kill some of the scum that are threatening the building and see what cards they managed to scrape together.”

I walked out of range of their conversation. As I approached the door, another naga guard opened the glass door for me. I kept my head bowed inside my hood so he couldn’t see my face and then walked out.

Once I got outside, the air immediately began to burn my throat. Down here, it was also remarkably dark. I looked up and couldn’t see more than twenty feet above me through the perpetual fog and pollution. I chose a random direction and began walking.

Unlike in New York, there were no neon signs, masses of people jolting each other to make it across busy streets and packed sidewalks, or even any stores for people to shop in.

The few people I saw were covered in thick, protective clothing and avoided each other as much as possible. It was hard to tell what race people were because of the thick clothing, but they all ranged in size from the average for a human to as small as the gnomes or as large as Eargobr. The only thing they all seemed to have in common was thick, stained clothing and a desire to avoid others as much as possible.

Here and there, customers stood in front of a few stalls selling food, but otherwise, all the skyscrapers were solid stone or had very protected entrances, like the one I had exited.

I walked for an hour or more and found myself becoming more and more lost. The skyscrapers shot into the sky like massive redwood trees. The streets and alleys had no signs or directions. The people were indistinguishable. I had no idea where to go or how to start trying to find my way back home.

Finally, feeling starved, I stopped and waited in line to get something to eat at one of the food carts. I watched as the people in front of me purchased their food with shards and were handed what looked like noodles of some kind.

Once it was my turn, the woman making the food turned to me and demanded five shards. I handed them over and waited patiently for her to make my food. She was a race I hadn’t seen before; she almost looked like a large bee but without any visible wings sticking out of her back. She had large, multifaceted eyes that dominated her face, and several round segments made up her body. Despite that, her hands appeared almost humanlike. She was able to quickly scoop up some noodles and gave them to me in a plastic bowl. She handed me a plastic fork, and I stepped away to let the people behind me get their food.

It was hard to judge the noodles correctly. To my post-transition palate, they were amazing. To my pre-transition palate, they were mediocre and soggy and the vegetables and unidentified meat had no flavor. After months of imprisonment, though, I couldn’t complain. I finished the meal and handed back the bowl and fork to the woman like the others had done, but I didn’t leave right away. I waited for a lull in customers and then spoke to her.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”

She gave me a look that was hard to interpret with her non-human features.

“Uhh . . .” I said. “I am new to this area and wasn’t sure where to go for a place to sleep.”

She continued to stare at me and gave me a buzz that sounded a bit like a sigh. “You new from up top?” she said, eyeing my cloak.

I hadn’t realized how much it was making me stand out, but I had nothing else to cover myself with. “No. From another world.”

She buzzed at me again. “One minute.” She reached down to a device by her cart and picked it up. “Moonray,” she said into the device, “I got a stray here for you. You want to come pick him up?”

The device crackled a bit and then I heard a male voice ask, “Worth my time?”

“Probably,” the lady in front of me said, buzzing another sigh into the device.

“On my way,” the male voice said.

She shooed me away from her cart and I waited awkwardly nearby. I hoped this wasn’t an ambush, but I was prepared to use extreme force and then rob the corpses of anyone who tried to attack me.

After twenty minutes, a man in a large coat gestured at me from across the street. A shock of white hair stuck up from his head at odd angles like an old-school punk. I looked around but didn’t see anyone else eyeing me, so I walked over to him.

“You the stray Mother Bee called about?” he asked me.

I nodded.

“Follow me,” he said.

I followed him down the street, and he turned to talk to me as we walked.

“You from up there?” he asked me, looking at my cloak like Mother Bee had.

I shook my head. “From another world.”

“Which one?” Moonray asked.

I didn’t really want to give him too much information, but I wasn’t sure how believable any lie would be. “One of the newer ones.”

He seemed to take that as answer enough.

He led me through the streets for several minutes before gesturing for me to follow him into an alley that led between two skyscrapers. I eyed him warily and checked the alley for any ambushers but couldn’t see anything.

In the middle of the alley was a door. He banged on it, and a slit opened like we were trying to get into a super-exclusive club or something. Then I heard the door unlatch and open.

Standing in the door was a dwarf that came up to a little higher than my waist. I was a bit surprised. I had been expecting some huge, beefy bouncer to be behind the door, although the dwarf did appear pretty beefy; from what I could see, he had arms as thick as his thighs. Behind him was a stool he must have been standing on to see out the slit in the door.

“New stray,” Moonray said, pointing at me.

The dwarf nodded and stepped aside to let us enter.

Moonray led me inside and I followed him down several sets of stairs. Then he opened a door leading deeper into the skyscraper. Once I walked in, I saw we were in a large open space as wide as the skyscraper above. It looked like a boiler room from some kind of steampunk novel. Glowing runes were emblazoned all over equipment scattered around the room. People of all kinds of races were walking, talking, yelling, sleeping, and playing games.

Little makeshift bedrooms existed all over the place, marked by blankets and the occasional piece of furniture. And the bedrooms weren’t confined to the floor; they were strung up between pieces of equipment, hung from the ceiling with rope ladders connecting them to the ground, or even placed on the rune-engraved equipment.

After the oppressive silence of the streets outside, the din of the room was overwhelming, and I flinched backward as it rolled over me.

“C’mon,” Moonray said, gesturing me forward.

I followed him deeper into the room and couldn’t stop looking at all the people. Every race I could possibly imagine seemed to be in this room. I saw gnomes, dwarves, even a minotaur like Eargobr. There were a number of orcs and a couple of devils. Even tiny fairies fluttered around the room.

I also saw people from races I had never encountered before. A spider lady was hanging from her web in one of the corners. Gross. Sorry, I don’t mean to be racist, but . . . ughh, gross. Spider people.

I saw large blue-skinned people. Dusky-skinned and anorexic-looking elves. Fierce-looking people with skin that looked like it was made from rock. Even what looked like another human, except upon closer inspection, I saw the woman had a third eye on her forehead. And it looked like she didn’t have ears . . .

Finally, Moonray led me over to a workstation that had several screens that looked like computers back on Earth—except these ones were floating slightly above the desk and appeared to be made of some kind of crystal.

Seated in front of the computers was an . . . amorphous person that looked like a child had tried to form their best impression of a person out of pale white clay.

“Shaper,” Moonray said to the clay person, “this is a new stray. Can you give him the tutorial?”

The clay person turned to look at me, although it had no eyes, so I wasn’t sure how it was seeing me, and it spoke with an androgynous voice that didn’t sound quite female or male.

“Of course,” it said.

Moonray turned and walked away without saying anything further. I watched him go and then turned back to Shaper. “Uh, hello,” I said.

“Sit.” It slid a chair around with one long, very bendy arm, and I sat. “You from above?”

I sighed and told it the same thing I had told the others.

“Your cloak will draw attention,” it said. “None of it good. Just be aware.”

I nodded and said hesitantly, “I . . . may not have much else to wear right now.”

“Okay.” It turned to its computer and began typing into the air with digits it formed from its clay. “Here’s the deal. We don’t run a charity. You get your first week free here, and we will supply you with a job connection best suited for you and some clothing to make you look presentable, but you have to pay us back for that before you leave. Understand?”

I nodded.

“Any luxury you want,” it continued, “you pay for. We have showers, higher-quality food, and clothing you can buy. You get basic food covered with your weekly rent. Any questions?”

“Job training?” I asked.

“I will meet you tomorrow, and we will start evaluating you for work. As I said, this is not a charity. If you don’t pull your weight around here, we will confiscate the amount you owe us from your gear or body and kick you out if you don’t pay us.”

“Everything is in shards?”

“Yes,” it said, “shards are the only currency accepted in Ambrosia. It is illegal to buy goods with cards. If you form a card out of your shard, you better make sure you can pay your bills first. It is rare for someone to have that kind of luxury these days. We will supply you with any necessary cards for your job and you will pay us back later.”

“Okay . . .” I replied, thinking. I had counted the shards in the pouch I took from the naga and only had ten left after buying the food on the street. If food was five shards, then I couldn’t imagine how expensive rent was. And if the naga house-sitting for a clan like Lady Lapis’s only had fifteen on him, then how little were people paid? I couldn’t just sit here and work for survival wages. I would never get home.

Shaper stood and began to walk away. “Come,” it said, and I followed behind it.

It led me around a number of people’s rooms until we reached another stairwell leading downward. We went down the stairs to another level of the building. There, I saw a similar room to the one above, except this one was darker and seemed less populated. Shaper wound its way through glowing machinery to a cot, blanket, and pillow set between several pieces of equipment.

“The upper room is more expensive,” it told me. “Here are the cheapest rooms for the week. Like I said, your first week is free for now, but you must pay us back later. I will see you tomorrow to start evaluating you for work.”

In so saying, it turned and walked away, leaving me alone. I heard several people nearby, but they seemed to be minding their own business. I put my backpack under my cot but left my cloak and clothes on while I lay on the cot.

My mind raced as I tried to adjust to what had happened to me. Not just today, but the last few months. I felt so out of place in mind, body, and location. It was like I had lost a bit of my moral compass as well. After everything I had done, and everything that had been done to me, the image I’d had of myself as a bit of a slacker but a generally laid-back and goodhearted person had begun to erode. Burning inside me was a deep-seated rage that had no outlet. I couldn’t stop picturing the people I had rescued, and my friends from town, being ambushed and attacked while I was stuck here in some shithole run by the gods.

I was exhausted and the cot was the most comfortable place I had to rest my head since my capture, but it still took me a long time to fall asleep. 
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The next morning, a gnome-sized snake person brought me some breakfast. It stared at me until I started eating and then slithered away. I considered paying for a shower but wasn’t sure how to go about doing so and figured I needed to save what few shards I had.

Instead, I invoked a Mend on myself and then made my way upstairs.

Most of the room was empty, and things were significantly quieter. It must have been nighttime or whatever time people got off work when I arrived last night. It was impossible to tell what time it had been outside because everything seemed to be covered in fog and pollution.

I saw Shaper and walked over to where it was working on its computer. It gestured to a chair next to it and I sat down.

“Alright,” it said. “First, do you have any useful cards that could get you specialized work?”

I considered revealing that I had the naga’s cards or even my own, but I decided not to. I didn’t see myself cleaning, cooking, or driving people around, so the naga’s cards weren’t worth disclosing. And I didn’t want to reveal that I had more powerful cards than the people around here seemed to have.

“Okay,” Shaper said. “Well, we have connections with a number of places you could work. I will run through a few, and you let me know if you are interested or have prior experience.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Alright. Have you ever crafted cards? No? Okay. That is the best paid work, so that is a shame. Cleaning? Cooking? Construction work? Hmmm . . .”

I shook my head after each one.

Shaper rattled off more and more until finally it said, “Rune-charging.”

I perked up at that and held up my hand quickly. “What is rune-charging?”

It stopped scrolling on its computer and looked over at me. “Rune-charging is hard work and the pay isn’t great. We have a connection with a rune-charging factory that will hire anyone willing to do the work, though. Rune-charging is taking your natural energy and using that energy to charge runes. Not everybody can do it, and those that can often prefer to do other work because it can be so exhausting. There are also rumors that rune-charging cuts your life short because you are constantly draining your own life energy.” It looked back at its screen. “So I don’t recommend it for you, but if you want that kind of work, it is easy to get.”

I had seen Ichzzb’inor carve and charge runes, and it hadn’t seemed that draining for her. And I had always been intrigued by what she had been able to do with her runes.

“I’ll start there,” I told Shaper.

“Alright,” Shaper replied. “I will reach out to my contact. You can wait a week here or start as soon as they will take you. What do you prefer to do?”

I didn’t want to stay on this planet any longer than I had to, so I told Shaper I would start right away. It told me it would inform me when it heard back from its contact.

“If I wanted to go outside,” I asked it before we finished up, “is there some way you all know how to move around without getting lost? It is a maze out there.”

“Yes.” It turned back to me and slid back part of its . . . clay to show me a watch where a human might have worn it on their wrist. “We have universal connectors that have a map feature and allow for remote contact, plus other functionality. We have some for sale here, but they are very expensive. One hundred shards minimum.”

I had ten shards to my name, my magical items, and the cards I had looted from the naga. I pulled out the cards I had gotten from the naga and showed them to Shaper. “How much are these worth?”

It looked over the cards and raised its eyebrows—well, it raised its clay in the area an eyebrow would be on a human—at the sight of the naga Loyalty card.

“This one,” it said, indicating the Loyalty card, “you should have broken down into shards immediately. The rest are worth twenty shards apiece. I would buy them now.”

I didn’t know if Shaper was ripping me off or not, but I needed some way to move around outside or I would never find this place again.

“Would you give me the watch for all of the cards and add ten shards to my debt here?”

It thought for a moment. “Deal,” it said, reaching into a drawer of its desk and pulling out a watch for me. “Ours are clean, so we can’t be tracked by those above who may be looking for us. You will need to create a fake identity, and then it will calibrate itself to you.”

I took the watch and felt a small pulse of energy enter my body. As it did, a screen popped up in front of my eyes that said, Enter username here.

“Woah.” I jerked my head back instinctively. The screen followed me whenever I moved my head.

“It will calibrate to mental commands in time,” Shaper said, “but for now, just speak out loud and it will register what you say.”

I thought about what alias to use, although nobody here would know my name anyway, so it probably didn’t matter. “Jake,” I told the watch. My name appeared on the line in front of my vision, then disappeared.

Permission to calibrate? appeared next in my vision.

“Yes,” I said out loud.

The window closed and I felt more energy pulsing into my body from the watch. It didn’t feel bad, just strange.

Shaper hadn’t bothered to watch me but instead went back to doing whatever it did on the computer all day. “Your clothes should have been delivered to your cot by now. Your current debt is 195 shards.”

“A hundred and ninety-five shards!” I said in surprise.

Shaper looked back at me. “Yes,” it said, floating one of its screens toward me. I could see my name on it, plus a tally of my debts. Next to that was a tally of any contributions I had made, although it remained blank.

I was being charged five shards a meal, plus ten shards per night, for a total of twenty-five shards a day. For one week, that came out to 175 shards. Under that was a debt of ten shards for the watch and another ten shards for clothing. A total of 195 shards. Damn.

“How much does a day of labor generally pay?” I asked Shaper.

“Depends. If you could make cards, it would be fifty a day. If you are a simple laborer, it is generally between fifteen and twenty-five shards a day. For you, if you can infuse runes, it depends on how many you can charge in a day. Most new people can only charge one or two, so you make five shards a rune. If you can do more than that, you get paid more.”

So if most people only made between fifteen and twenty-five shards a day and the most basic food and communal lodging cost twenty-five a day, it started to make sense why nobody could afford the luxury of forming cards. It seemed like a messed-up system.

“How are there so many shards around?” I asked.

“The clans above have a monopoly on the world’s dungeons,” Shaper replied, “and collect shards every day from them like an endless mine. They slowly trickle down to us forgotten souls on the ground in return for the work nobody higher up the towers wants to do.”

After that, I left Shaper to work and went to collect my clothing. On my cot was a pair of pants, shoes, a few pairs of socks, a couple of shirts, a sweater, a beanie, and a large overcoat. I stripped out of my cloak and changed into the clothes Shaper had provided, except I kept on my magical pants and shoes. I put my cloak in my backpack and considered leaving it here, but I didn’t think I could trust everyone here that much. I strapped on my backpack and then went upstairs again.

There, I found the exit and walked out onto the streets. The air burned as I took my first deep breath, and I had to trust that my Toughness card and Mend regeneration would stop me from developing some kind of illness. I felt bad for everyone else down here who didn’t have the luxury of survival cards.

I looked down at my watch and saw that it was flashing green, which I supposed was a good sign. I tried to play with it, but there weren’t any buttons to activate anything on it. I stopped for a second and tried to think of how to order it to bring up a map.

As soon as I had that thought, a map appeared in my vision. It was large and covered everything in front of my eyes. It had no markings and only showed the streets and buildings immediately around me. Everything else was grayed out except a small path leading away from the shelter. I focused on the place I was staying and tried to think shelter on it. A star appeared on the map with that description.

After that, I willed the map away and it left my vision. I walked out of the alley and took a look at the streets around me. It was the same dismal sight I had seen before. Huddled people, no shops, no lights, very little life to be seen at all. I sighed.

Where did I want to go? I didn’t want to buy more food. I didn’t have a clue what else was around here. I decided to just walk for a bit and stretch my legs. Spending months cramped in the cell made me anxious to move a bit.

As I walked off to my right with no destination in mind, I noticed a large blue man watching me from an alley across the street. I didn’t stare back but tried to keep a discreet eye on him. Months of hunting wild game made me very aware of when I was being hunted, and I slowly looked around and saw several other people paying too much attention to me. Were they from inside the shelter? Nobody else should know I was here or have any reason to bother me.

I continued walking and felt—more than saw—them begin to follow me.

I made a few random turns onto side streets, then decided to just get this over with before it could escalate any further. I turned down an alley that showed as a dead end on my map and then turned and waited for the people following me to enter behind me.

I watched as the blue-skinned man, a dusky-skinned elven woman, and a devil entered the alley after me. Seeing the devil caused me to have an immediate reaction, and I almost attacked them right away. I suppressed the urge and waited for them to get closer.

“Well?” I asked as the three stopped in front of me.

The woman spoke first. “Give us the backpack and your cloak and we will leave.” She had glowing green irises that would have been pretty if I hadn’t been meeting her in a back alley.

I sighed. “I’m not here for trouble. And frankly, this is just too damn stereotypical for my liking. New guy in town and some morons try to mug him and then he ends up murdering them in some horrible way and they are never heard from again. Typical.”

“What?” the blue-skinned man said, puzzled. He wasn’t quite as large as Eargobr, but he was much bigger and more muscular than a typical human.

“You heard me,” I said.

We stared at each other for a moment.

“Are you guys new at this or something?” I finally asked, tired of the whole thing.

With a yell, the blue-skinned man stepped forward and threw a punch at me. I dodged it easily—my Speed card was still active, and the energy I had learned to harness from a year of practicing the forms Prince Andrathath had taught me combined to make me move significantly faster than nonenhanced people.

I summoned my claws, and he gasped as they pierced deeply into his side. I pulled them out and shoved him to the side. I was surprised to see him fly against the wall of the alley so roughly. I guess I really underestimated my physical-enhancement cards and the power of using energy in this way.

Meanwhile, the woman had pulled a knife from under her coat and was lunging forward, trying to stab me. The devil had drawn a ray gun and was raising it toward me. Deciding he was the more dangerous of the two, I dodged the woman and brought my claws down on the devil’s forearm. My claws cut through his arm with ease, sending his hand and the ray gun flying across the alley.

The devil began to scream as he realized what had happened. I turned and grabbed the woman’s hand as she tried to stab me in the back, using her momentum against her to spin her around in front of me and disarm her.

I inspected the knife. It was made of a metal that seemed lighter than steel and looked like a serviceable weapon.

“Wha . . . ?” the woman said as she was spun around and thrown to the ground. The devil collapsed, staring at his bleeding hand. Watching him, I felt no remorse, even though, rationally, I knew he wasn’t the same as the devils from the city.

The blue-skinned man was picking himself up from the side of the alley, holding his bloody side and trying to attack me again.

I stepped toward him and kicked him as hard as I could, right where he was covering the wound from my claws. He screamed and collapsed back to the ground.

The woman had climbed to one knee and was looking frantically at her injured companions.

“Are you done here?” I asked her.

“Fuck you!” she yelled, standing up and backing away toward the devil.

“Fuck me?” I said. “Fuck you, lady! I didn’t do anything to you. And you follow me from the shelter and try to rob me?”

The rage I had been suppressing from my months of torture boiled over, and I had an overwhelming urge to punch my claws directly through her face.

Taking several deep breaths to control my reaction, I managed to stop myself from killing the woman.

“You know what?” I said. “This is stupid. It’s like picking on children at this point.”

I walked past the three of them and left the alley behind. I heard the woman trying to help the bleeding devil, and I couldn’t stop myself from hoping he’d bleed out.

I turned and continued wandering the streets aimlessly. The fight with the muggers hadn’t really helped anything. I still felt a restless energy I couldn’t seem to get rid of. And that surge of rage . . . That was very new. I had never been an angry person before. Before all this, I didn’t even get irritated that often. I was probably too laid back, if anything, and just let life happen to me instead of taking charge and doing what I wanted, which was how I found myself wasting my life in the market for so long.

I wasn’t sure how long I wandered the streets, but I eventually made my way back to the shelter. There, I found Shaper waiting at the door.

“Come with me,” it said.

I followed after it without complaint. I had a good idea what this was about. Probably the three people who’d attacked me had concocted some story about me attacking them and were trying to get me in trouble with Shaper.

It led me through the main floor of the shelter and into a small room tucked behind some of the larger equipment. There, I saw the elf, the blue-skinned man, and the devil lying on cots. The blue-skinned man had his shirt off, and bandages were wrapped around his stomach. The devil was unconscious, and bandages covered what remained of his arm. The elf sat on the cot and stared at us as we entered.

“Jake,” Shaper said as we entered the room, “are these the three that attacked you today?”

Surprised, since I had been expecting something else, I could only nod.

“They have broken one of the rules of our home,” Shaper said, “and attacked someone who was staying with us. I presume to try and steal your items, yes?”

I nodded again.

“Then what goods they have will be confiscated and they will be banned from our shelter and every sister shelter we have,” Shaper said.

“No!” the elf woman said, surging to her feet. Shaper’s arm shot forward and molded itself across her chest in a second, slamming her back against the wall and pinning her there.

“You are lucky I do not simply kill you three,” it said. “You dare to do something like this and then come back here begging for aid? All of your goods will be confiscated, and if anything remains after paying your debts, it will be given to Jake. If it isn’t obvious to you by now, Jake can defend himself if attacked, but if I hear that you have attacked him again or anyone else from my shelter, I will personally hunt you three down and kill you. Do you understand me?”

The elf nodded with a pained expression on her face. The blue-skinned man watched, wide-eyed, from the cot and nodded as well when Shaper’s head turned in his direction.

“Make sure he understands it as well,” Shaper said, turning away and leaving the room.

“Uh . . .” I said after the door had closed. “Thank you, I guess.”

“It is part of my job here,” it said, “and this is surprisingly common. I warned you that your cloak would bring you attention.”

“Yeah,” I replied, “it was just a bit sudden, but it worked out, I guess.”

“Food will be brought to your cot. I suggest you go rest. You start your new job tomorrow.”

“Great,” I said. “Can’t wait . . .”

I slept better that night, although still not great, and the next morning, Shaper introduced me to an older-looking dwarf named Fortheim, who had a huge beard that extended past his rather robust belly. The dwarf had wrinkles on wrinkles covering his face, and his large eyebrows stuck up almost to his hairline. Seeing him, I realized the dwarves I had seen before must have all been young because they had smaller beards and significantly fewer wrinkles.

“Follow me, lad,” the dwarf said as he led me out of the shelter.

I followed him without saying anything.

He led me in the opposite direction from where I had gone yesterday, and I kept track with the watch’s map to see where we were going. As we went this way, I also noticed that some of the areas in this direction were already revealed on my map. It was strange; I hadn’t worn the watch when I was lost and walking in this area, so the watch must somehow connect to a tracking system or universal map or something.

Either way, I could potentially use the watch to find the naga tower again if I ever needed to go back there, so that was good.

Fortheim led me through various twists and turns for almost forty-five minutes before I saw my first building in Ambrosia that was not a skyscraper. It was a squat, stone warehouse and was surrounded by a large fence made of what looked like lasers. Several guards stood at a gate in the laser fence, and several more patrolled the grounds from the rooftop. This was some serious business I was getting into.

Or this was another ambush.

I considered running, but Shaper seemed on the up-and-up and Fortheim didn’t strike me as the kind of gruff old dwarf who would play games, so I resisted the urge and continued to follow him up to the gate. Still, I was ready for any trouble if it came my way.

At the gate, the guards nodded at Fortheim, and he gestured me forward.

“New employee,” he told the guards. “I’ll test him out and if he passes, get him squared away.”

The guards looked me over. “We need to search his backpack,” one of them said.

Fortheim nodded at me. Would the guards steal my stuff? If so, I was fully prepared to kill them and make a run for it.

I unclipped my backpack and handed it to them. They searched through it, raising their brows at the cloak, but handed it all back afterward.

“Clear,” the guard said.

I followed Fortheim inside.

“This,” he said as he led me inside the squat warehouse, “is a dungeon.”

I raised an eyebrow at him, and he glanced back at me to see how surprised I was. Inside, more guards were placed around the opening of a dungeon that led into the ground.

“I know,” he said. “Most people are not allowed in the dungeons without serious pull. That is a bit different for us because the environment of the dungeon is steeped with the kind of energy we use to charge the runes.”

He gave a casual wave to a set of guards standing by the portal to the dungeon, and they nodded back. He stepped into the portal without any hesitation, and I followed him in.

Inside, I immediately saw how different this dungeon was from the ones back home; the people on Ambrosia had carved out the entrance of the dungeon into a massive factory floor that stretched for a mile or more all around me.

So that was where the non-humans got the idea to make a dungeon in their dungeon . . .

Fortheim led me around the entrance of the dungeon and over to a large workstation surrounded by floating computer screens. He sat in a well-worn chair and swung over a piece of metal with something carved into it.

“First things first,” he said, “let’s see if you can do this kind of work.”

He handed me the piece of metal, and I took it.

“If you don’t know,” he said, “that is a rune carved into the metal. We use the energy of our bodies to charge those runes. Once charged, they can be used in the manufacturing process to make all the modern marvels you know and love. You are familiar enough with runes to know all that?”

I nodded, inspecting the piece of metal in my hand. I couldn’t tell what kind of metal it was. It was lighter than steel and had a soft gray sheen to it.

“Charging is exhausting work, though,” he said, “which is why few people can do the work, and of those who can, few want to. But it is also the only kind of work for people at your level where you can make more money based on how hard you are willing to push yourself. We pay you five shards for each rune you charge. If you can charge five a day, you make twenty-five shards. That is more than most jobs pay out there, as I’m sure you are aware.”

That wasn’t very much, but it was better than the nothing that I had coming to me right now.

“I’ll be honest with you,” the dwarf continued, “it can take a long time for someone to be able to do that, but we try to help where we can.” He gestured around the factory floor. “We provide a quiet workstation, and each one comes with a bed, chair, and unlimited entertainment. We have found that people resting in the dungeon atmosphere recover quicker and can recharge runes more often. After your first one, you may pass out or need to sleep for several hours. That is normal. I recommend you take a seat, and then, if you can charge the rune, I can show you another little trick we have to help you grow.”

I sat down in a chair in front of the dwarf and looked at the rune.

“Now,” he said, “the way this works is you take the energy you feel inside yourself and project it into the rune. Being able to do so takes a lot of willpower. If you have ever connected with a card you were able to invoke, it is very similar. Just picture the rune as the card and your energy leaving your body to fill the rune.”

I was pretty confident this wasn’t going to be a problem for me. The dwarf was right; the dungeon was steeped with energy I could easily harness. I hadn’t realized before how different the energy was inside dungeons. I must have been so distracted after leaving the dungeon last time that I hadn’t noticed the difference.

The real question was, did I want to draw attention to myself? If I charged it easily, I could potentially make a good number of shards right away. But if I was too good, they might want to investigate me further, and who knew where that would lead? I decided to play it safe for now.

I gathered energy from the dungeon around me, but instead of channeling it into my body or claws, I simply channeled it right into the rune. The rune burst into a bright purple glow in front of me. I set the rune down on the dwarf’s desk and leaned back in my chair with my eyes closed, acting like the process had tired me out a bit. I didn’t try to fake passing out or anything that dramatic, but I didn’t want to appear totally fine, either.

“Wow!” I heard the dwarf say. “That was much quicker than I expected. I guess you are a natural then, eh?”

Oops. I guess I was supposed to take longer to figure that out. Oh well.

After a bit, I opened my eyes and saw the dwarf typing away in front of his computer screens. Laser beams began to shoot out of a few of the screens to his right, and I saw something begin to form. When the beams were complete, the dwarf grabbed the item and slid it across the desk toward me. Some kind of matter-creation system? That looked handy . . .

I leaned forward and picked up the item. It was a badge with Jake on it. Beneath my name was a security clearance of Rune-Charger Level 1. There was also a picture of my face.

“Show that to the guards in the future, and they will let you in whenever you want to work. Let me show you to your workstation if you feel up for a walk right now.”

I nodded. He eyed me carefully as I stood, but when he saw I was alright, he turned and led me further into the factory. Each station was almost like a cubicle, except the walls were made of transparent silver light. Some of them were opaque, and some were transparent. In those I could see inside were people of various races, working to charge runes. They seemed to be struggling with each one, and several people were sweating and straining as they poured energy into the slowly filling runes on the desks in front of them.

Fortheim stopped in front of a transparent cubicle and slapped his hand against the side of it. A door, made of the same silver light, slid back, and a picture of my face, with my name and security clearance, appeared next to the door.

“This is now your workstation,” he said, leading me inside. Inside was a comfortable-looking bed, a chair, a floating monitor, and a work desk. There were also several drawers built into the bedframe.

“Now,” the dwarf said, “one of the secrets of our profession is not just that we potentially pay better, if you can do the work, but that you are also allowed to live here if you choose to do so. The room is keyed only for you, so nobody else can bother you.” He gestured around the room. “It isn’t much, but the rent is free. You can also eat in our cafeteria for a reduced price of three shards for most meals. Snacks are also available. Some make enough that they maintain their own apartment or have family they live with, but a large number of our people prefer to live and work here. They say it helps their productivity significantly.” He turned to me and handed me a card he’d pulled from his pocket. “The second secret is that we provide you with this.”

I took the card and inspected it.

Energy Efficiency

Level 1

Crafted

A passive ability that increases the efficiency for the bearer when circulating the universe’s energy.

Now that was interesting . . .

“Go ahead and equip it,” he said. “It should help you feel better, although you seem to be holding up rather well.” His face scrunched up even more as he looked at me.

“I’ve been through a lot,” I told him, “so I’m used to feeling exhausted and drained like this.”

He gave me a skeptical “hmmmpphh” and gestured for me to take the card.

Seeing no reason not to take it, I put the card into my active deck. I didn’t feel any better after absorbing it, but I also hadn’t felt bad after charging the rune, since I had used external energy, not my own.

The dwarf nodded at me. “Now, those cards are some of the only service cards that you may want to consider leveling. While most cards only offer minimal benefits for the steep cost of throwing away fifty shards a level, our cards can increase your ability to charge runes more each level, thereby earning you more shards in the long run. You understand?”

I nodded.

“Great!” He showed me a bit more about the work, such as how to summon a piece of metal to charge from the desk—which appeared from a little elevator under the desk—and then how to place a fully charged one back into the same slot. He told me once a rune was deemed fully charged, a five-shard credit was given to my account, and I could cash those out with him at any time. He also took me out and showed me the cafeteria. After that, he told me I was on my own and wished me well.

I went back to my room and sat on my bed, feeling a bit lost. None of this was helping me get back home. Unless I wanted to reveal my abilities, I sounded like I would be making survival wages for the foreseeable future. I probably couldn’t even afford to form a card or two, judging by the wages and prices around here. How was I supposed to get home? I could go to the gods and try to get placed on Earth, but I doubted I had the shards to afford it, and once they realized I was human, they’d probably start asking a lot of questions, and they’d have all the power to do anything they wanted to me.

Sighing, I lay back on my new bed. I decided I’d do three runes a day for a while—just enough to eat and have a bit left over for now. Then I’d decide if I wanted to do more and risk drawing the wrong kind of attention or not.

I spent the rest of the day following that plan. I meditated, practiced my forms in my room, and recharged a rune. I then went to the cafeteria for lunch and saw a few of the workers in the factory, but I ate quickly and went back to my room before anyone could talk to me. I did notice that a number of the workers seemed unnaturally aged. Was it true they were draining their life into these runes? And nobody cared?

After meditating a bit more, I charged a third rune and then went back to my shelter to let Shaper know I’d be staying at my new work for now. It thanked me for letting it know, then handed me five shards, saying that was all that was left after covering the medical expenses and debts of the three who’d attacked me. I gave the shards back to Shaper and told it to apply them to my debt and that I’d be back to pay it back when I could.

I spent another couple of days following the same routine: charge a rune, meditate and practice, charge another rune, meditate and practice, and so on. I practiced enhancing my strength, speed, endurance, and toughness, as well as summoning my claws and trying to summon more of the purple energy around my body every time I struck an imaginary enemy.

After a few days of this, I felt a bit more mentally balanced than I had after months of being in that cell. Decent food, decent sleep, proper meditation, and a little bit of breathing room was helping me feel a little more like my old self. The rage boiled inside me, but I was a little better at controlling it.

My new card made channeling the world’s energy into my body easier than ever. And it wasn’t just being in the energy-rich dungeon—there was a noticeable benefit with the card. I could extend the claws on my hands longer than ever before. I could move quicker, and my strikes felt more powerful. This card might have ended up being a significant boon in the long run. I wished I could afford to upgrade it, but the wages here were almost completely eaten every day—literally—by just surviving.

I was tired of keeping my head down, and it wasn’t helping me achieve any of my goals anyway, so I started upping my rune quota. Instead of three a day, I did four a day for the next couple of days. Fortheim noticed and congratulated me on the breakthrough he assumed I had achieved, or maybe he thought I had upgraded my card. I wasn’t sure. Either way, nothing changed dramatically, so after the days of doing four runes in a day, I started doing five.

Now I was making twenty-five shards a day and was only spending around ten a day for food. I stayed at five runes a day until I made enough to pay back my debt to Shaper. After that, I started saving everything I could until I formed my first card in this world.

Decadence

Level 1

Common Power

The beauty, the glory, and the power of decadence know no rival.

A passive ability that grants the bearer increased health, longevity, and beauty as they lead a more decadent lifestyle.

I couldn’t imagine a more useless card. What the fuck was wrong with this world? Was this the kind of card the rich assholes in the towers above were collecting? Ughhh. My anger was rising, and I had to stop and take several deep breaths. Imagine being poor, scraping by, and saving for potentially months to form a card for your family and this was what you got. Something that wouldn’t benefit you because you probably ate poor meals, lived in a bad environment, and didn’t qualify for whatever the card determined to be a “decadent lifestyle.”

I added the card to my active deck only because I had an opening, then went back to work.

By the end of another week of doing five runes a day, Fortheim pulled me aside and asked to talk to me about something important. Figuring this was where I’d get in trouble or had to make a break for it, I warily followed him to his office, ready to use my newly efficient energy-gathering skills to get out of here at any cost, if I had to.

“So,” he started after he had sat down, “it is pretty obvious you are a natural at charging runes.”

I shrugged and didn’t say anything in response.

“Ahem, yes,” he said, “well, you see, you are already producing more than most people do in a year with this kind of work. And, well, that stands out to some people.”

He seemed almost embarrassed, and I tried to sense the energy of any guards who might be approaching.

“You see,” he continued, “I have a contract with a specific group of people that want me to let them know if I come across anyone that has greater potential than the normal person who works in these factories.”

“So you sold me out?” I asked him, staring at his deadpan expression.

“What?” he said. “No! I just passed up that I had a potential recruit! And yeah, I mean, maybe I get a bit of a kickback if you end up making the cut, but it isn’t anything sinister like you make it sound.”

Confused, I stared at the old dwarf, who definitely looked embarrassed now. Was he embarrassed because he wasn’t supposed to provide my information to this group and he’d get in trouble for taking kickbacks from them?

“What kind of group are we talking about here?” I asked.

“Well,” he said, “you are familiar with the various orders, yes?”

“Hmm,” I said, not sure how to respond to that. “Explain them to me like I have no idea what they are.”

“Well . . .” He paused, thinking. “Orders are independent groups that specialize in different types of skills. For instance, the Order of the Sorcerers specializes in spell cards. The Order of the Ducal Throne specializes in courier services. The Order of the Maiden’s Fair in Valkyrie combat. And so on, yes?”

“Okay . . .” I said.

“So, yeah,” he said, “we have a bit of a relationship with the Order of Runic Knights. That’s all. They want us to keep an eye out for potential recruits because it can be hard for them to find people skilled in the arts of rune-charging and rune-crafting. If I find someone that is above average in the factory here, I send them word, and if you are accepted into their training, I get a nice kickback. And you get a chance to enter an order, which is miles better than this place, let me tell you!”

“Who do these orders work for? Would I be submitting myself to the clans or the gods or something?”

“No, no,” Fortheim replied. “Nothing like that. They are fully independent. Members of the various orders will contract with the clans and such, but nothing like taking a Loyalty card or anything like that. Many clans pay good money for a skilled Runic Knight to act as a bodyguard for their towers or even for their youth who enter a new world and need protection.”

That might be a way back to Earth, although I didn’t like the idea of having to work for a clan to get there. But this might give me a lot more options than I currently had, and it sounded like I wouldn’t necessarily catch the eye of the gods.

I looked around the factory. I had spent a couple of weeks here, and all I had to show for it was a few spare shards and a useless card. I definitely needed something to change if I didn’t want to waste years of my life here while my friends were fighting a war back home.

“Alright,” I told Fortheim, “I’m interested. What do you need from me?”

“Oh, great!” Fortheim said, looking relieved. “You won’t regret it. Being a member of an order can get you out of this shithole and into the sky quicker than almost any other method. It is a lucky break, no doubt about it. If you can qualify, which I am sure you can, from what I have seen of your work so far!”

We discussed the details a bit more. He pinged a tower on my map and told me to go there tomorrow morning so they could meet me and evaluate me for the order.

I thanked him for helping me get settled in here and we exchanged pleasantries until I went back to my cubicle. Runic Knights sounded like dangerous people to fight, if I was getting in over my head here, but doing nothing wasn’t going to get me home. I just hoped I didn’t regret taking a chance like this. 
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The next morning, I arrived early at the tower Fortheim had pinged on my map. I was dressed in the clothes Shaper had given me, and my backpack, full of all my worldly possessions, was strapped to my back.

The tower was unique compared to the other towers around it. Instead of being made of modern materials, it appeared to be made of stone blocks, much like an ancient castle. Each of those stone blocks was engraved with runes that glowed different colors and cast the darkened streets around me in a strange blend of lights and shadows.

I approached a large wooden door that looked like something from Europe during the Dark Ages. Before I got a chance to figure out how to announce my presence, a smaller door set into the large door opened, and an orc stepped out.

I explained why I was there, and he ushered me into a richly appointed lobby adorned with even more runes. They clearly really liked their runes around here—which I supposed made a certain amount of sense, really.

The orc led me to an elevator and pressed a button for me. He warned me not to stray, and I nodded back at him. As he left, the elevator doors closed, and I waited patiently to get off at my stop. No elevator music in this one, I noticed. Also no view outside. Much better security so far than the naga’s tower, though.

When the elevator doors opened, I saw a large training room in front of me. I stepped out quickly before the doors could close and saw a large . . . angel? A man with huge white wings? Were angels real? That would be pretty fucked up if angels were real but were actually just another race that came to Earth and fucked with people by telling them they were messengers of these morally bankrupt gods.

The angel person approached me, and I noticed that he wasn’t wearing a shirt, showing off an impressive upper body. Placed artistically around his upper body and arms were runic tattoos that glowed with a pristine white light. His large wings were folded down across his back, and he had a large mane of white hair, almost like a horse. It ran down his back to where his wings joined his shoulders.

As he got closer, I also noticed that he was at least nine or ten feet tall. Eeesh. A huge, muscular angel dude covered in runic tattoos. I added him to the do-not-piss-off list, for sure.

“You one of the new recruits?” the angel asked when he got close to me.

I nodded and tried not to stare at him as he loomed over me.

“Good,” he said, “we are still waiting for one more, but join the others on the mat.”

He gestured behind him, to where several people were standing in the middle of the room. I nodded at the angel person again and walked over to the other people.

They were a diverse group, but they all looked much better off than most of the people I had been spending time with lately. There were three of them—one was a cat man person, one was a new race I hadn’t seen before, with large eyes and a bushy tail sort of like a lemur’s, and one was an almost human-looking woman, except she had translucent skin you could practically see through and was completely hairless. They all had nice, tailored clothing and seemed clean and healthy. They also seemed distrustful of each other, staring at one another but clearly trying not to appear openly hostile.

They turned their stares on me as I approached, and they immediately dismissed me based on the clothes I was wearing. I was more than happy about that since, so far, nobody seemed particularly interested in my race or where I had come from. Maybe there were so many planets that had been transitioned by the gods that nobody could keep track anymore. That would be a big boon for me.

I waited awkwardly next to the other three until the elevator opened again and a meek-looking deer woman walked out. She wasn’t wearing the same kinds of street clothes as me but was clearly dressed down compared to the other three.

“Another pile of street trash,” one of the three near me muttered. The others laughed lightly.

I ignored them and waited for the angel to escort the deer woman to us. She didn’t have a large set of antlers like the last deer person I had dealt with—which made sense, since she was clearly a woman—but I couldn’t stop myself from distrusting her. It wasn’t fair to her, and I tried to reason with the feeling, but it still remained.

She nodded shyly at the rest of us, and then we all turned to the angel, who took his place in front of our little group. “You are the five newest potential recruits for the Order of the Runic Knights,” he said.

I swear he was flexing or something as he stood there. There was no other explanation for why his muscles stood out like that. It was frankly ridiculous to look at.

“We recruit only the best,” the angel said, “but we do not expect you to be the best today. We expect you to have the raw material that we can take and form into the best. The most powerful. The best able to utilize runic magic to enhance yourself, your equipment, and your power. You five have been given this chance because you come recommended to us by recruiters or people we trust.

“The only thing you must display to me today, to continue to the next phase of the recruitment process, is the ability to charge runes at the level that we require of raw recruits. You may do so through an evolved card or through raw energy. Come with me.”

He led us over to where a large rune shaped like a tree had been carved into the wall. The rune spread from the ground to above even the angel’s head, and the tree branches covered the wall in front of the angel for at least ten feet on either side.

“Tell me your element and the evolution of your card,” the angel said, “and then charge this tree as full as you can.”

He pointed at the translucent human-looking woman, signaling for her to go first. She stepped forward and gestured at the tree. The tree began to light up with a dark energy that crept up from its roots. It stopped about a fifth of the way up the trunk.

The woman stepped back, looking slightly winded.

Next, the angel gestured the lemur-looking person forward. It charged the tree with green energy, filling it with slightly more than the woman had. Next, the cat person charged it with a red energy that reached almost halfway up the trunk.

The angel gestured me forward. I hadn’t decided what to do—charge it as fully as I could or fake having low energy. Did I want to stand out or just show enough power to continue?

I started drawing energy from the world around me and channeling it into the tree. I felt a surprising amount of resistance, but the tree slowly started to charge with a purple energy. It was much harder than I had expected, and I had to push harder and harder to get the tree to charge. Thoughts of holding back all but forgotten, I drew in more and more of the energy from around me and shoved it into the tree as hard as I could. Sweat broke out on my brow, and I closed my eyes to fully concentrate.

Finally, feeling myself draw from my own life energy, I cut off the flow and staggered back. I opened my eyes and saw that I had only managed to charge the tree about halfway up the trunk—just about equal to where the cat person had charged it. I felt more exhausted than the cat looked, though.

The angel nodded at me and then gestured the deer woman forward. She stepped up, and I could sense that she also drew from the life energy around her, unlike the other three. The tree began to fill with purple energy similar to mine. Much like me, she took longer than the other three, but slowly, the tree began to fill. She stopped when she’d filled the tree with about half as much charge as I had.

She stepped back, looking as exhausted as I felt. The angel clapped once and walked in front of the tree.

“Great,” the angel said. “You have all passed. Congratulations.”

I stared at the tree and felt humbled by what had happened. I had really thought I was going to be able to fill the entire tree if I really tried, but I’d pushed as hard as I could and only matched the cat person, who had done so with significantly less effort. My sense of scale in this world was so off; people seemed so weak that I could throw a giant blue guy against a wall with ease, but at the same time, my hard-earned ability to channel the world’s energy wasn’t nearly as powerful as I had thought. I was also clearly not unique, since the deer woman could charge the tree and nobody showed any surprise that I could.

I had to remember that even though I had gotten lucky and survived a few crazy situations, I was still a human who was very new to this whole messed-up system. If I hadn’t had some help from my friends, I would have very likely died in the first few weeks.

The angel led us to a side room next to the gym we had been in. When he opened the door to this room, a harsh purple light shone out at us. The angel walked in with no hesitation, and we all followed him inside.

In the room was a large portal similar to the one the naga had used, but this one was stable and seemed to be permanent. It was set into a large stone ring with runes carved all along it. The purple energy swirled and moved much like a dungeon entrance. Did portals and dungeons share a common function? Were dungeons just portals to another place? Had someone ever tried just digging down to see if they could enter a dungeon from a different location? If you dug down and never found the dungeon, that would be clear proof the dungeon entrances were just portals to another world.

Distracted, I missed what the angel had said, but the others began filing into the portal. Not wanting to make any waves, I followed them in.

I felt the same pull as I had from the naga’s portal, but this time, I didn’t fight it and let the portal take me. On the other side, I found myself outside. We were standing in the center of a large wooden fort. The wooden walls that surrounded us on all sides were raw and unfinished. I saw a few towers placed against the walls, and in the center of the fort stood a longhouse similar to the ones I had seen when I visited the orcs.

It was gray and overcast, and a slight rain was falling from the sky above us. The angel led us inside, and we all followed him quickly. I was the only one dressed appropriately for the weather, but I didn’t linger, either.

Inside was warm but empty. A fire burned in the center, much like it had for the orcs, and rough cots were set up around it. There was no table or other furnishing in sight. Around the outside of the longhouse, weapons were placed against the walls—bows, arrows, spears, staves, swords, shields. Every weapon imaginable.

The angel led us to the fire and then turned to address us. “The next phase will take a month or more, and this is to determine if you have the grit, motivation, and determination to truly join our order. Welcome to the Order of the Runic Knights boot camp,” he said with a sadistic smile that looked extremely out of place on his angelic features.
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The next month pushed me further than I had ever been pushed before. It wasn’t just physical training—it was mental as well. The angel brought in a specialist for me and the deer woman, who I learned was named Tawny. The specialist, who never told us his name, was an expert in using world energy for fueling runes. He never said anything about using the energy for personal enhancement—or even to mimic the abilities of spell cards, like I had been told was possible—so I didn’t bring it up.

We spent our mornings in basic physical fitness. Running, jumping, push-ups, all the classics of a boot camp. We then ate a large lunch and spent several hours with our specialist, learning about our form of charging runes. After that, the angel had us practice with weapons until the sun set.

The angel had us pick the weapon that we wanted to practice with, and I decided not to pick a sword since I didn’t want to reveal too much about my elven training. Instead, I picked a wicked-looking spear that had a sword on the end instead of just a point. The end of the blade was taller than me. It had no crossguard separating the blade from the haft. I found it a bit uncomfortable to practice with at first but quickly got a handle on it after weeks of nonstop practice. I also found the forms Prince Andrathath had taught me slipping into some of my duels, but I tried to keep them away for now and only practice the forms the angel was teaching us. The prince had said the forms could be used with any weapon, but I wanted to save them for when I could practice on my own.

The rune instructor helped explain a lot of things I hadn’t understood about the process of charging runes. He taught us there were three main ways to charge runes. The first was using internally stored energy. He said this was the weakest method and led to long-term health problems since the person would drain their life energy. He didn’t mention how factories full of poor people were doing just that every single day and nobody was telling them they were killing themselves . . .

The second method was to evolve a card of a specific elemental to the point where a person gained control over the elemental itself. He said every element could be evolved in this way and had us watch as the three obviously wealthy recruits practiced—I still didn’t know their names because they didn’t bother to introduce themselves to me and Tawny. A spell card began as a single concept and single effect: fire, ice, wind, thought, and so on. When evolved with another spell card of the same type, it became a Sense card—so Flame Sense, Ice Sense, and the like. At that stage, our instructor informed us, a person should be able to begin to sense their element and invoke their card.

I didn’t mention I had done that for my Time Sense card. I also couldn’t recall ever sensing time in the way he described it, but maybe it was harder to do that with such an abstract concept.

After that, when evolved with progressively more cards of the same element, the Sense card became a Knowledge card, like Flame Knowledge, which not only imparted the skills to the user but also an understanding of the element or concept the card embodied. After that, a card evolved to Control, where the bearer of the card could direct and move the actual energy that the card embodied.

The risk to this kind of manipulation of energy was that if you ever gave away your card, you lost your ability to channel that type of energy into runes. It also came with less diversity—a person generally only had one type of energy to channel because evolving a card so far was very expensive, even for the rich clans. The benefit to this method was that a young member of a clan could be given a card that was already at the Control level and be eligible to become a rune knight or gain access to other powerful organizations.

We watched as the other three practiced their energy-charging on runes set around the walls of the wooden fort. Now that I knew what I was looking at, I could understand why their energy was a different color from Tawny’s and mine. It was a different color because they were channeling that card’s element, not just the general energy of the world around us. So the cat man likely had a fire-based card, the translucent human used something like darkness, and the lemur had nature magic?

The third method, we were told, was what Tawny and I were capable of using. It was the hardest method of charging runes because mastering the energy required actual dedication and hard work. The better someone got at it, the more they could empower the runes. In return, it was also the most flexible when using the energy in creative ways. The purple energy we charged runes with could be used for anything, whereas element-specific runes could only empower certain related kinds of runes.

We spent the month constantly training. I felt the passage of time acutely and couldn’t stop worrying about what was going on back home. I couldn’t sleep very well, and to help myself feel better, I found myself spending more time meditating and channeling world energy through my body. I used Mend often to help myself mentally and to keep myself clean, since there weren’t any baths or showers for us to use.

By the end of the month, I felt competent with the spear, and my energy-channeling was getting better. I was able to fill the runes around the fort with ease, and I felt like I was able to empower myself even further thanks to constant practice, the Energy Efficiency card I had gotten from the factory, and the instruction from the expert who advised me and Tawny.

After the month was over, the angel led us back through the portal and into the order’s tower, where he told us we had two days of leave before they would announce who would be admitted to the order.

I didn’t really want two days of leave, but I couldn’t deny how exhausted I felt from the month in the wooden fort. I had no clue where I would go or what I would do for two days, though.

Tawny must have noticed I was feeling a bit lost, because she reached out and gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Do you want to come have dinner with me and my family?” she asked.

“Uh . . .” I replied, surprised by her offer.

“You just seemed a bit unsure—” she started to say.

“Yeah, I don’t really know many people around here. I would love to have dinner with you and your family.”

I kind of felt bad because Tawny had been very kind through our month of training, but I had been so exhausted, worried about home, and focused on improving myself that I hadn’t really made an effort to befriend her. We also had very few chances to socialize—we were either exhausted from training or surrounded by the other three trainees, who made it pretty hard to open up and be friendly.

Tawny seemed happy that I had accepted her offer. She gestured for me to follow her and led me to the elevator. I followed her meekly.

She led me up instead of down, and I got to experience my first skybridge.

“Is anyone allowed to use these?” I asked as we crossed from one tower to another.

“It depends,” she replied.

I was looking all around us, taking in the sights of the massive towers that dotted the sky for as far as the eye could see and the people and creatures darting between them.

“This low down,” she continued, “people like you and me can use them. But any higher than the bridges right over the cloud line, we would be stopped by private security and likely detained. Down here, though, regular people can use them to get to and from work and other things like that with no problem. The streets outside aren’t safe otherwise, and the air is bad for you.”

She eyed my outfit, clearly knowing what it meant, but I didn’t respond. There were plenty of other people dressed similar to her. Not well-to-do by any means, but not in the street-level clothes Shaper had given me. They all seemed busy and in a hurry, moving between towers with a purpose.

Tawny led me through at least twenty more towers, showing me that the bridges worked in many ways like a series of roads that ran through the sky instead of on the ground. The insides of the towers varied, but they were often full of gardens, parks, or shops. It was so different from the street below that I had a hard time reconciling the different worlds. One world, the world of the naga’s home at the very top, was full of absolute luxury. Then this world was of moderate comfort. And then there was the stark, depressing reality outside, full of people struggling just to survive and so desperate they were willing to drain their own life force for five shards a rune. It was a strange world I had found myself on.

Eventually, we reached a tower that Tawny said was her home. She led me to the elevator and took me down below the cloud line. She explained that while most people could use the bridges, living above the cloud line was still very expensive. Her family couldn’t afford that kind of luxury.

When we reached her home, she knocked and an elderly deer man opened the door. Upon seeing Tawny, he grabbed her in a tight hug, and I could see tears forming in his eyes.

“Tawny’s back!” he yelled into the apartment. I heard more voices, and Tawny’s whole family came running out and started to hug and touch her in excitement.

“Mommy!” a young boy yelled, pushing through the crowded door and grabbing at Tawny’s legs. She scooped him up and buried her face in the fur of his neck. He looked about eight or nine years old, if he had been human.

“I missed you so much,” she said. I hadn’t even known she had a son. We’d spent a month together, and I hadn’t bothered to learn the most basic things about the only friendly face I’d seen the entire time. Before, I would have made some time to share a meal and talk about her life, like I had done with my friends in my garden as often as I could. I realized my time in the dungeon had changed me more than I thought, and my burning drive to better myself and get home was impacting me in more ways than I had expected.

Tawny eventually introduced me as her friend from the Runic Knight training program, and she and her family all crowded around me and welcomed me as well. They were significantly more affectionate than I was used to and hugged me and touched me more than I was exactly comfortable with.

Tawny gave me a rapid-fire introduction to everyone as we were ushered into the apartment, but all I took away from it was that almost her entire family lived together in this apartment. Her grandparents were clearly the glue that held the family together, and then there were cousins, aunts and uncles, and several other children besides Tawny’s little boy. Her son’s name was Dapple.

I was shown a place to drop my stuff and then given a bit of a tour of the apartment. Despite being below the cloud line, it was very spacious and had all the modern amenities I would have expected on Earth before the transition—except all of them were powered by runes, of course.

There were at least ten rooms in addition to one large central living room next to a kitchen. The windows were smudged and didn’t let in much light, but they gave the apartment some natural light. It was hard to imagine so many deer people living in such a modern place with no access to nature, but they seemed happy enough.

Eventually, everyone settled down, and I just sat in silence and took in the warm and loving atmosphere. I never had a very big family. It was mostly my mom and I, so I felt pretty overwhelmed and a bit suffocated by so many people talking, laughing, and jostling each other around.

Tawny was the center of attention, which thankfully let me fade into the background a bit. Everyone wanted to know what the training was like, how she did, what the Runic Knights’ tower was like, and so on. I came to learn that she was the hope of the family, because they all seemed to be counting on her to succeed. It felt like a lot of pressure, with so many people looking up to her and counting on her, but she seemed so happy to be surrounded by their love, and I couldn’t see it being a burden on her at all.

Her family eventually pulled out a large dining room table and quickly set it up. Then we were served a delicious dinner. It was vegetarian and seemed to consist of grains, vegetables, and other things I couldn’t name, but everything was homemade and delicious. It was the best meal I had eaten in a long time—maybe since well before the transition, even.

After dinner, Tawny came and sat next to me on one of the couches in the living room. I was sure I looked a bit shell-shocked, because she laughed at seeing the expression on my face.

“Sorry,” she said. “I know they can be a bit overwhelming. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, no way,” I said. “It was really wonderful. Great food and everyone has been so nice. It has just been a bit of a whiplash couple of months for me.”

We made some more small talk as everyone relaxed around us. Her son came over and climbed into her lap and curled up as if he was already asleep.

“I had no idea . . .” I said, nodding toward her son.

“Yes,” she said. “He was my reason for finally following my dream to become a knight. I had always been good at charging the runes around here. I started doing it for our neighbors, and it grew into a bit of a business: recharging runes for families that couldn’t afford the official prices. It brought in some shards to help the family, but nothing like what I might be able to do to help everyone if I made it into the order . . .”

I could easily imagine what that would mean to a family like this.

“His father?” I asked.

Her whimsical smile faded and she shook her head. “He . . .” she started to say. “He is not a part of the family any longer.”

I left it at that, sensing a very sensitive topic. “Well, thank you so much for dinner. It was . . . more than I expected, but in a good way.”

She laughed. “You are welcome to stay on a couch until we return to the order. It would be no bother for us.”

I considered her offer. I had thought about going back and getting a room with Shaper but wasn’t really looking forward to it. I didn’t have my room at the factory anymore, so I couldn’t go back there.

“Uh, yeah,” I eventually replied. “That would be really kind of you. Thanks.”

“No problem!” she replied.

The next morning, I was awoken by a young deer man who had just started to grow his antlers. Seeing him standing over me and shaking me, I had a flashback to the first deer man I had fought and killed on Earth, and I felt myself grasping the world energy around me in an effort to invoke a card. Thankfully, I remembered where I was before the energy could manifest.

Being awoken that way caused me to gasp, and my body shook from an unexpected shot of adrenaline. The young man above me must have sensed something, because he backed away, looking a bit concerned.

Eventually, I got enough control of myself to sit up and apologize to him. “Sorry, I just have a hard time waking up sometimes.”

The boy seemed puzzled by that explanation, but I didn’t elaborate any further.

“I am here to show you around for the day,” the boy said, “if you want a guide!”

I wasn’t really sure I wanted a guide for the day, but I didn’t want to disappoint the excited boy in front of me or come across as rude to the family that had taken me in.

After breakfast and a shower—which was glorious—the boy and I set out together. He said goodbye to the grandparents, who were the only ones left in the apartment; everyone else was at work or school, they explained.

The young boy, who told me he was named Spotted Tail, gave me a whirlwind tour of the middle regions of the towers Tawny and I had walked through before. He showed me all kinds of shops. Some even sold magical items. He showed me restaurants, casinos, concert halls, schools, and businesses—all the places you’d expect to find in a large city back home. Wherever we went, everything glowed with runes in a kaleidoscope of colors. Even the gardens had nature runes empowering them, keeping the plants healthy and the water clean for people to enjoy.

By the time Spotted Tail was finished showing me around, I was more exhausted than after a day of training with the angel. We made it back to his home, and I ate dinner with the family again and crashed early. I could hear the family laughing about what a tourist I was, but in a good-natured way. I couldn’t help but agree with their assessment.

The day after that, I was on my own, so I mostly just wandered the towers, enjoying the sights and taking in the people. I was browsing a bookstore, thinking of buying another journal, when I received a message on my watch. I pulled up the message, and it appeared in front of my vision. It was a message from the Order of the Runic Knights, informing me that I had passed the training phase of the recruitment process. If I wanted to continue with my recruitment, I had to be back in the training room before tomorrow morning.

I closed the message, went ahead and bought myself the journal and a couple of pens, and then went back to Tawny’s home. She found me in the living room soon after and told me she had also gotten an acceptance letter as well—which was a big relief. The family celebrated by having another big dinner. They even invited neighbors and other friends over, and by the end of the night, it turned into a pretty wild party. I didn’t end up drinking. Tawny showed me a quiet room I could sleep in, and I turned in early.

The next morning, Tawny and I, after she extracted herself from the arms of her loving family and her son, made our way to the order’s tower. We were welcomed inside and made our way unescorted to the training room.

There, the angel was waiting for us, along with the two instructors who had been teaching the group about rune-charging. The cat man was already there, and he barely gave us a look as we arrived.

We waited for several more minutes until the translucent woman arrived. Once she got there, the angel clapped his hands once and welcomed us back. “You four have passed the physical training phase of our recruitment process.”

Tawny and I exchanged a surprised look. Had the lemur person not passed? I hadn’t been paying close enough attention to notice if he had been lagging behind the rest of us; I had been too focused on my own training.

“Before we accept you as provisional recruits to the Order of Runic Knights,” the angel said, “you must pass the knowledge phase of your training.”

He gestured at the two trainers standing next to him, and they pulled out two books each. The books were thick—the size of a dictionary back home, at least. They were bound with thick leather and looked expensive. Our trainer approached me and Tawny and gave us each one of the books.

“You will be expected to memorize,” the angel said, “and be able to craft each of the runes in these books in two months’ time. If you cannot, you fail.”

With that dire pronouncement, the angel turned and left the room. Our trainer gestured for Tawny and me to follow him, and he led us out of the training room, down a series of hallways, to another part of the tower we hadn’t seen before. He pointed us each toward a door set in a long hallway filled with identical doors.

“These are your rooms,” our trainer said. “Food and necessities are down the hall and to your right. You should have all you need in your room. I will provide individual tutoring to both of you for an hour each day. You are also expected to maintain your practice in the gym at least once a day. Any questions?”

I had plenty of questions but didn’t feel like I would get any real answers from anyone, so I didn’t ask them. Tawny just shook her head at the instructor. Seeing no questions, he turned and left us there in the hallway.

“Well,” I said, “that was a bit abrupt.”

Tawny laughed. “I don’t think they particularly care if we make it or not. We are just given the chance, and if we can’t make it, then that is on us.”

I shook my head, not particularly offended by the abrupt treatment, and we parted with a friendly goodbye and went into our rooms.

Mine was . . . very familiar. It was almost identical to the setup at the factory: a large desk with several screens, a bed, a comfortable chair, and that was about it. When I fiddled with the desk, I saw that instead of being able to summon whatever I needed to charge, I could summon a blank piece of metal from whatever mini elevator or matter-creator they used to power these little desks. The desk also came with engraving tools, rags, magnifying glasses, and all sorts of doodads I presumed were used in the process of engraving runes.

I set my fancy new book on my desk and sat down in the desk chair. I felt a bit of excitement; finally, I would actually learn how real rune-crafting worked instead of just mindlessly charging other people’s runes. I wasn’t necessarily any closer to getting home, but this was a step in the right direction. 
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The first thing I did was open the new rune book and take a look at what I had to do for the next two months. Thankfully, even though the book was pretty thick, it wasn’t full of thousands of runes. Instead, each rune came with pages of descriptions about its various uses, techniques and guides on how to engrave it, and other tips and tricks like that. In total, the book actually only had around forty runes I needed to memorize and learn to engrave.

Feeling a little better about the task in front of me, I began immediately. First, I went through and just made a list of all of the runes. I wrote them down in my journal and confirmed that there were forty-three runes in total.

Next, I just did a basic readthrough of everything. I didn’t try to memorize anything yet but got a sense of how the runes worked. Back when I went to college, I was never an outstanding student, but I had done fine and learned a few methods to help me study for my exams. The way that worked best for me was to read through the materials once just for general comprehension, then break it down into smaller parts and begin a more intense study of each subject. Then I inevitably procrastinated until the exam and stayed up all night cramming. I swear it was a totally viable method of studying.

But I promised myself I wouldn’t do that this time—too much was on the line, and I was too old to play games like that anymore.

Tawny and I met for dinner and came up with a plan of action. We would wake up and practice in the gym together, grab some breakfast, meet with our mentors one on one, then do some studying by ourselves before meeting for dinner and discussing what we were learning, much like in a study group.

Having a partner helped me stay focused, which I appreciated. I trained in the mornings with the spear, like I had been doing since joining the order, but now that we weren’t being watched as closely, I began trying to incorporate some of the patterns Prince Andrathath had taught me. My months of intense practice in the jail cell had ingrained the patterns into my body in ways I was still trying to come to terms with, and I made significant progress in bringing those patterns to life with the spear. The prince was right; the patterns were somehow universal—which seemed very strange, given how little I knew about stuff like this from before the transition—but apparently the elves had been around for a long time and had perfected this sort of thing.

My study of the runes progressed fine. I wouldn’t say I was a rune genius by any means, but I was able to engrave the runes into the metal as required. My mediocre skill at drawing probably helped me there. I had some scares when a rune wasn’t perfect and it discharged its energy wildly around my room, but more often than not, I got them to work.

Tawny and I became close. I was less focused on myself after realizing how oblivious and closed off I had been since escaping the dungeon. At first, it was difficult for me, and I often felt like coming up with excuses to miss a meal with her or skip a study session, but over time, I started to feel a bit more like my old self and began to enjoy having a friend to go through this experience with.

By the end of the two months, I had finished working through the book twice and felt confident in my rune-crafting abilities. The interesting thing about the runes was how diverse they were. They weren’t like coding back on Earth, as I had sort of imagined they might be. Instead, the runes were much more flexible and could be influenced by things like the intent of the rune-crafter, the type of energy used, and the combination of runes chained together.

For instance, a simple rune of strength could be used to enforce the strength of the metal it was placed upon. Or it could be used to enhance the damage the metal could inflict if it was used against something—like making a sword that did more damage to whatever it struck. Or the strength rune could be used to enhance the wearer of the metal—making the bearer stronger. Or it could be used to give mental strength to resist compulsion or other mental attacks. Or if placed on a person, it could be used to enhance the body physically, much like a Strength card, or to enhance health, like a Toughness card.

I quickly learned why each rune came with so many additional pages of explanation. The rune system was extremely complex and very, very flexible.

Tawny and I would spend our evenings quizzing each other on the various properties of each rune until we had them all memorized. I would spend my free time engraving, experimenting with linking runes together, and trying to draw more and more of the world’s energy into the runes.

I was seeing significant improvement on that end—in my ability to draw energy not just into my runes but also into myself. In the privacy of my room—I wasn’t willing to risk being caught in the gym, even if I thought Tawny and I were alone in there—I continued to meditate and draw more and more world energy into myself. By the end of the two months, I was confident I was enhancing myself as much as a good Strength, Speed, Toughness, and Dexterity card. Combining that enhancement with the fact that I still actually had those cards made me feel dangerous. I moved as quick or quicker than the deer man had moved back on Earth, and at the time, I had only been able to follow his movement because I had my Haste active. A part of me really wanted to try sparring with these new enhancements, but I had to be careful, so I avoided showing even Tawny what I could do.

I had less success with using world energy to mimic a spell card. I knew it was possible, but when I tried to direct the energy outside of my own body, I was hit with a blinding headache that hurt so badly I could only attempt it every day or two at most. Despite that, I kept at it because using world energy in such a way was the real reason the prince had taught me this stuff. It was bound to work—I just needed to keep bettering myself and pushing myself.

At the end of the two months, the angel returned and tested us all. Tawny and I passed with ease and were given a stoic congratulations. The translucent woman also passed, but the cat man, who had been able to channel so much fire energy at the start of our recruitment, was told he had failed to pass.

“What?” the cat man demanded when the angel informed him he had failed. “Do you have any idea who my family is?” He stepped toward the angel aggressively.

Tawny and I both stepped back at that. Was he really so dumb? I got that these rich kids were given their cards and probably never worked so hard in their lives, but acting like an idiot here was liable to get him killed.

Instead of attacking the angry cat man, the angel simply gestured at him, and with a flash of blinding white light, the cat man disappeared. The angel never explained what happened to the cat man, and none of us dared to ask.

“Congratulations,” the angel told us three. “You have passed our recruitment tests. Do you three still wish to become members of our order?”

All three of us nodded.

“Good,” the angel said. “Then you will be sworn in tomorrow. You will isolate yourself for the next twenty-four hours. During that time, you are to drink only water and avoid all food. You will meditate and decide upon what rune you wish to have engraved upon you as your reward for entering our order.

“These runes define our order and your place in it. We are primarily front-line fighters, but we are flexible enough to welcome whatever choice you make. Think deeply over what rune you wish to have engraved upon you because it will be permanent. Someone will come to gather you from your rooms tomorrow, and you will be taken for your oath of service and your first engraving. Congratulations.”

Tawny and I shared a look of surprise. We hadn’t expected to be gaining a rune so soon. We walked back to our rooms together, deep in thought about what we wanted to pick.

In my room, I found a large pitcher of water on my desk in preparation for my isolation. I took out my rune book and browsed through it even though I knew them all by heart now.

The physical runes seemed underwhelming, considering my growing mastery of using world energy to enhance myself. Replicating some of the effects of spell cards required chains of runes, which would take too many runes and only give mediocre results anyway. A spell card re-created from runes could never level, never evolve, and so it was always weaker than a real card. It made sense, and I didn’t want to just replicate a single spell card anyway.

I reviewed my current cards to see if there was anything I could add that would complement them.

Time Sense, Level 5

Mend, Level 5

Toughness, Level 5

Strength, Level 3

Speed, Level 3

Endurance, Level 3

Dexterity, Level 3

Energy Efficiency, Level 1

Decadence

My level-five Time Sense let me localize the stoppage of time, which I hadn’t used yet. My level-five Mend gave me a constant low-level regeneration, which I had been using constantly since being imprisoned and all throughout the grueling training the order put us through. My level-five Toughness increased my weight, making me more resistant to being moved by larger objects. And the rest I still needed to level to unlock their level-five abilities. I also had one more slot for a card and would gladly trade out Decadence for something useful as soon as I could.

I couldn’t see anything a rune could give me that I didn’t already have, except for freeing up a slot by enhancing my Strength or something like that. I had to imagine that was what the other Runic Knights did—replace all their physical-enhancement cards with runes. That way, they could have a full deck of spell cards, ability cards, or other types of cards. It would give them a huge edge over others; they would in essence have twenty or more active cards compared to everyone else only having ten.

Doing that just didn’t appeal to me, though, since I felt like I had already found a way to replace my physical-enhancement cards through channeling energy into myself. I hadn’t bothered to remove my physical-enhancement cards simply because I had nothing worth replacing them with.

And spell cards were useless as runes. So what did that leave?

I settled into a meditative pose and thought about my options as I waited for the oath-taking ceremony.

Time passed slowly, even in the midst of my meditation. Finally, I heard a knock on my door. I stood and opened my door to find a dark-skinned elven woman standing there. She handed me a robe and told me to go shower and change. I did as she instructed, and after I was done, she led me to the elevators and took me to the roof of the tower.

Once the elevator doors opened onto the roof, I saw a large cathedral—similar to the old European ones on Earth—that had been built on top of the tower. It was surrounded by a lush garden. The woman began walking toward the large cathedral doors, and I followed behind her.

Tawny and the translucent woman were already inside, kneeling in front of a large altar. Behind the altar was a draped cloth with the symbol of the Runic Knights—a man in plate armor holding a lance with the backdrop of the Strength rune I now recognized. Seated in the pews were about a hundred members of the order. The cathedral had large frescoes depicting various battles and even stained-glass windows showing various figures that must be important to the history of the order.

The woman who’d led me here gestured me forward, and I joined Tawny and the other graduate in front of the cathedral. I was sure we were supposed to be tired and hungry from our meditation and likely awed by the ceremony and how lucky we were to be joining the order, but all I could think about was why the cathedral looked so similar to Earth architecture. For that matter, Earth mythology had gotten a surprising number of things right when it came to the various races that inhabited this greater world. Angels, devils, minotaurs, elves—it couldn’t be a coincidence.

My thoughts were interrupted by a large man wearing the same robe as the rest of us recruits. He approached and stood behind the altar.

“Welcome, new recruits,” he said with a deep and resonant voice. The man was large—not as large as Eargobr but much larger than a human—and had a big, bushy beard. His skin was not quite as pale as that of the angel who had trained us, but he looked similar. He also had ears that looked almost elven. Was this my first time seeing a half elf? He looked half elf, half angel. “You three have passed through our recruitment process and so have earned the right to enter our order. You will be shown how to inscribe a rune onto your flesh, one of the secrets of our order. You will also take an oath to never betray the secrets of our order and to never betray or conspire to betray us. This oath is magically binding.”

I hadn’t thought about the oath too much; I’d just thought of it like a normal oath back on Earth. But in a world with magic, of course the oath could have some trick to it. And I did not want to be bound by an oath like that, because if I found a way to get back to Earth and it required betraying the order, I fully intended on doing so. But it was too late to back out now; if I tried to leave after being told about the magical oath, it would be pretty freakin’ obvious why I was trying to leave. Shit, shit, shit.

As I was panicking, the translucent woman approached and knelt at the altar. She put her hand on the altar and began to repeat what the man had said about not betraying the order and all that. I could sense the energy building from the altar as she began repeating the oath, and I could feel it penetrate into her core and form some kind of binding there. Could I stop the oath from connecting with my core somehow?

I watched closely as Tawny was called up and the oath was administered to her. As the energy began to build around her, I reached out and formed a barrier of energy around her core. I imagined it as a solid bubble of energy that nothing could penetrate. As Tawny finished the oath, the energy sought a way past my barrier, but I felt the energy dissipate before it formed the binding I had sensed with the translucent woman.

I glanced around, but nobody seemed to have noticed that Tawny wasn’t bound by the oath. I couldn’t exhale in relief, but some of my tension dissipated. If it worked for her, it had to work for me, too.

When it was my turn, I approached and knelt at the altar. I formed the protective barrier around my core, just like I had done for Tawny. I was concentrating so hard on maintaining the barrier that I just repeated the words of the oath on autopilot, not really paying attention to what was being said. I felt the energy rise up from the alter, but it kept slipping around the barrier I had made and was unable to find purchase.

After a short time, the energy dissipated, and I stood and returned to my spot next to the other two. Even though I felt paranoid, thinking someone would call me out any second, nobody said anything about the oath not taking effect.

Next, the large man behind the altar gestured toward us, and our instructors approached from the pews. Tawny and my instructor knelt next to us and began to explain and show us how to transcribe runes onto ourselves.

“It is about intent,” the man said, “just like with rune-carving on an item. You must maintain two focuses—one on forming the rune with your energy and the other with the intent of your rune. Finally, once you have transcribed the rune onto yourself, you must fill it with as much energy as you can. Only then will it become permanent and give you its blessing.”

He showed us how to use our energy, much like the tools we had used to transcribe a rune onto metal. This was clearly our final test; otherwise, they would have prepared us in advance for doing this to our bodies. I was a bit annoyed that they expected us to perform such a delicate operation on ourselves with no prior knowledge, but I couldn’t be that upset, considering I just violated their sacred oath and was planning to betray them if it ever became necessary.

“Tawny Whitecrest, what rune have you selected?”

“Strength,” Tawny replied.

The man behind the altar nodded and gestured her forward. I watched with both my eyes and with whatever part of me could sense energy as Tawny began to channel energy into the pointer finger on her right hand and then trace, ever so slowly, the rune for Strength onto her thigh. It was a good choice for her. She had excelled in speed and coordination during training and our practice sessions, but she was simply not as physically strong as she needed to be for combat against bigger opponents. Absent a Strength card, she just had the normal strength of an average-sized deer woman—which wasn’t a lot. Now she should be able to compete with larger opponents and would likely be outclassed only if the opponent had a higher-level card compared to how much energy she could channel into her rune.

I watched as she successfully finished her rune and then began to channel purple energy into it. She channeled so much energy into her rune that it became painful to look at, and I had to turn away. When she was done, she collapsed to the ground, and several people ran forward to help her back to her place next to me.

After Tawny, the translucent woman carved the rune for Speed into her bicep. Her dark energy didn’t become as bright as Tawny’s, but I was sure it would be a significant boost to her speed. From what I had seen in our training, she had already been fast, but she seemed to favor training with a shortsword and dagger, which required great speed and coordination if she wanted to defeat opponents with longer reach.

Finally, it was my turn.

“Jake, what rune have you selected?”

I looked up at the man behind the altar. “Efficiency,” I said.

“Efficiency?” the man asked, surprised. A quiet murmuring erupted from the people in the pews behind me as well.

I had expected that my choice would seem a bit unusual. The Efficiency rune was mostly just used as part of a chain to let people get a slight boost from a magical weapon from time to time. It was definitely not as exciting as gaining a significant boost to one’s strength or speed.

I nodded at the man behind the altar and approached, trying to appear confident. He gestured for me to go ahead. I pulled down the loose robe they had given me and sat in front of the altar.

I gathered energy to the pointer finger on my right hand, just like Tawny had done, and began to inscribe the rune onto my chest, right above my heart. I had thought very carefully about what I wanted from this rune and the way in which intent played a significant part in the crafting of a rune.

I wasn’t simply choosing the Efficiency rune to use less energy when invoking a card or magical effect, which was probably what most people expected the rune to be used for. I was using it to mirror my Energy Efficiency card, which I had received back at the factory. That card had given me a small boost to gathering the world’s energy. As I inscribed the rune over my heart, I pictured the Efficiency rune working in the same way. I pictured myself gathering the world’s energy into my core, much like I did unconsciously whenever I summoned the energy. But now, whenever I gathered the energy, it would pass through the Efficiency rune before entering my core. By doing so, it would boost the amount of energy I could draw from the world even more than the card.

I focused on that concept as I felt the rune burning into my chest. I refused to be distracted by the pain. Compared to the torture of having a card ripped out of my chest by force, this pain was nothing. It only helped me focus even more on what I wanted from the rune.

I felt the rune complete, and I knew I had crafted it perfectly. I began to draw in the world’s energy and force it to empower my rune. I didn’t hold back at all. I drew more than I had ever drawn before. The heat of the rune scorched my chest, but I refused to stop channeling energy. Even with my eyelids closed, I could see the brilliance of my rune casting a blinding light across the room.

I refused to stop channeling until, finally, I felt that the rune could not take any more. I could continue to draw more, but I could tell the rune was filled to the maximum. I let the energy go, and as soon as I did, I felt myself collapse to the hard stone floor, and the room around me went dark.
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I woke up in my room with the lights out. I sat up in my bed and felt where the rune on my chest should be. I didn’t feel any pain, as I had expected, but when I looked down, I saw the Efficiency rune inscribed perfectly above my heart. It glowed a fierce purple, casting faint light across my chest.

I was sure that I had done everything correctly, but after I messed with such powerful forces, waking up in bed was still a bit of a relief. I stood up and turned on the lights. On my desk was another pitcher of water and some food, which I ate immediately.

After I finished, I turned off the lights again and settled into a meditative pose in the middle of the room. The real test was seeing how much better I could control the world’s energy now. It was a bit of a shortcut compared to what the elves did to use a rune like this, but if the Energy Efficiency card gave me a boost in drawing and controlling energy, the Efficiency rune itself had to do something significant.

I began to slowly draw energy into my core, visualizing it coming through the rune. I felt the rune warm as the energy began to enter me. It was difficult to conceptualize the difference, but there was a noticeably higher level of energy in my core than I had ever been able to draw before, and I was still only slowly drawing energy in.

It didn’t feel like the amount of energy I could draw had increased so much as the energy I was drawing was thicker, more powerful—more efficiently processed into something I could use.

I channeled the energy into the claws I had used before. Even using just a fraction of the energy I had used in the past made my claws larger, longer, and more deadly. I could push the energy to at least a foot past my hands, and the energy looked an even thicker and more volatile purple than ever before.

I channeled the energy into enhancing my body, then stood up and began practicing the elven forms I had learned. I could move significantly faster, and my kicks, punches, and strikes all landed against the air around me so hard they actually made a snapping sound each time I struck an imaginary opponent. I was so infused with the energy I felt like I could literally barrel through my wall without taking any harm.

The real test, though—could I manifest my energy like a spell card? That was the real purpose of this entire thing. I drew more heavily on the world’s energy and held it tightly in my core. The new energy felt thick and powerful inside me.

I focused on summoning the energy outside of my body by picturing a blade of wind extending from my body to the wall in front of me. I pulled in more and more energy, feeling ready to burst with the violent and powerful energy, and then pushed the energy out of me and demanded it take the form of a blade of wind striking the wall. I felt a blinding headache, much like when I used a spell card outside its intended purpose, but I refused to let the pain distract me.

Finally, after I had channeled more energy than seemed safe in such a small room, the energy coalesced outside of my body and disappeared in front of me in a flash. I heard a harsh grating sound, and before I could even open my eyes, I was blown backward. I tumbled head over heels and landed heavily against the desk behind me. I was tough enough these days that it didn’t hurt me too badly, thankfully.

I stood quickly and turned the lights back on to inspect the wall. There, a slash the size of a longsword blade had carved its way at least six or seven inches into the solid stone of the wall. Dust from the explosion of air hung around me, and I felt a fierce smile come over my face at the sight.

“About damn time,” I said, staring at the wall. And I still had energy to spare, thanks to my new rune. I could feel it boiling inside me, ready to be used, and I hadn’t even drawn to my maximum yet.

Of course, it took longer than was totally useful to summon the energy outside of my body right now, but doing it faster was just a matter of practice—forcing the energy to obey my will. Now that I knew the technique would work, it was a matter of time until I improved upon it. If I had changed in any positive way through this whole experience, it was that I was very ready to put in the work and not slack off like I used to do. When it was a matter of life and death, not just for me but for the people I cared about, it was much easier to stay focused and push myself mentally and physically.

Plus, it was way more satisfying to get rewarded for my hard work and dedication by being able to blow shit up with my mind. Before, not slacking off as much maybe got me a pat on the shoulder from my boss. Now, almost a year of dedicated training and hard work was paying off by letting me do awesome shit. It was pretty freakin’ cool.

I heard a knock at my door, and I opened it to find Tawny there with a concerned look on her face. I told her I was doing fine but didn’t explain what had happened. She didn’t push, and we ended up getting food together to discuss the oath-taking ceremony.

Afterward, I made her go to the gym with me so she could show off her new rune. It was impressive. When combined with the strength of several strong men, at least, her natural speed and agility made her significantly more deadly. Her strength was also hard to anticipate since it came from such a meek and kind-looking woman. To see her strike out, barehanded, against one of our practice dummies and cleave completely through its wooden arm was quite something.

We sparred a bit, but I didn’t want to show off my own growing strength, so I didn’t channel any energy into my body as we did. Instead, I relied only upon my physical-enhancement cards, and Tawny and I found that she had significantly more strength than what my low-level Strength card gave me—at least a level ten, if I had to guess. The downside was it would never level and she didn’t earn any of the perks that came with leveling a card, but the benefits were that it gave her immediate strength, opened up room for another card in a combat deck, and could never be taken away.

Tawny was ecstatic, and I joined her in celebrating her growth. After we sparred and practiced for an hour or more, she brought up the subject of my rune.

“Are you happy with your choice?” she asked.

I could tell she was trying to be nice; she thought I might be disappointed with my rune, given I hadn’t shown any increase in my fighting ability while we had been sparring.

“Can you keep a bit of a secret?” I asked her.

She nodded immediately and looked around to make sure we were alone.

I laughed at the sight. “It isn’t that big of a secret.”

She punched me in the arm, knocking me backward a few steps.

“Hey!” I said. “You can’t do that anymore, you know?”

“Just show me already!” she said.

I laughed again and then walked over to the tree we had tested ourselves against when we were first brought to the gym. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I knew something would be different.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on drawing in as much energy as possible and releasing it into the tree. I felt the energy begin to enter my core through my rune and move into the tree. I poured more and more of the world’s energy into the tree until I began to shake with the pure power and volume of energy that was cascading through me.

Before I lost control, I cut off the flow of the energy.

I slowly opened my eyes and took a look at the tree. Whereas before I had charged the tree up to about half of the trunk, now my energy filled the tree almost completely. The trunk was full, the larger branches that extended out above our heads were full, and even a good number of the smaller branches and leaves were full of vibrant purple energy.

I turned to Tawny with a grin. She was staring in awe at the tree.

“Pretty cool, eh?”

She turned to me, her mouth hanging open slightly. “Cool? Cool! This is amazing!”

She grabbed me in a fierce hug, and I hugged her back.

“Does anyone know the efficiency rune could be used for this?” she asked. “Did you find this in the rune book somewhere that I missed? Should I get the efficiency rune next? How did you know to do this?”

I tried to stop her barrage of questions, but she kept going. Finally, I shook her until she stopped. “Listen,” I told her, “I don’t really want them to know I can do this quite yet. I may end up telling them, but for now, can you keep this quiet?”

“But,” she said, staring back at the tree, “this could change so much if they didn’t know!”

“Hey.” I reached out and shook her again. “As far as they know, all this would do for a person is help them supercharge runes, right? It isn’t that interesting. Everyone can already charge runes pretty well, right?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, deflating slightly. “I guess that makes sense.” She thought for a moment longer about what I had said. “Wait, what do you mean as far as they know all it is good for is charging runes? Are you saying there are other uses for this?”

I gave her my best mischievous grin.

“Jake!” she said. “What other uses are there for this? Tell me!”

“Another time,” I said. “I promise I’ll explain when I can.”

Of course, she wouldn’t let me go with that vague of an explanation and kept using her newfound strength to bully me relentlessly until I told her I couldn’t share it just yet; if I did, I said, it could place us both in danger. I promised to tell her someday. And I meant that, too; she was someone I could trust, and I wanted to help her grow in strength like the elves had helped me. And she also wasn’t bound by the oath, so that made her even more trustworthy. But she still had a large family to care for, and she was joining the order for the right reasons, so I wasn’t sure if she would share what I had learned with them—or even if it was a bad thing if she did. I had to guess the upper echelons of the order knew what I knew, especially if it wasn’t a great secret among the more elder races. Even Eargobr had been able to sense dungeons and had been trained by his family to utilize energy in different ways. I just didn’t want the order to know the extent of my knowledge in case I needed to betray them to get home.

I felt bad about having to be so cynical and untrustworthy, but after my time in captivity, I wasn’t taking any chances.

The next morning, all three of us were brought to the training room, where we were given a new set of clothing, armor, and our choice of weapons. The armor was chainmail and leather armor embossed with the emblem of the Order of the Runic Knights. It wasn’t engraved but felt finely made. I chose the spear I had been using during my training with the order. It had started to feel comfortable in my hands, especially after I practiced both the elven and the order’s forms with it.

Tawny chose a sword and shield combination, and the translucent woman—who I finally learned was named Sootree—took a pair of shortswords and several daggers.

After we equipped everything, the three of us, in our new gear, stood in front of the angel and waited for him to tell us what was next.

“You three are now officially designated as squires in the Order of the Runic Knights,” the angel said. You have several jobs as a squire in our order. The first is to fight. The second is to do whatever we say, when we say it, and contribute to our order in any way you can. The third is to learn about our order—the history, the heroes, and the reason for our existence.

“As you probably know, we send Runic Knights to assist worlds that can afford our services from time to time. We currently have three regiments deployed on such contracts. You three will be joining one of them. Your job will be to get combat experience, assist the knights, and learn from them. As squires, you earn more prestige and power in the order by gaining merits. Merits can be earned in combat for performing exceptionally in some way or by contributing to our order. Merits are exchanged for things like combat cards, upgrade cards, permission to inscribe another rune onto your body, and other rewards. There will be a quartermaster at your camp who can explain things further.

“For now, congratulations on becoming squires in the Order of the Runic Knights. I am proud to have seen you three become accepted. In the future, you may come to me if you have any questions or concerns about the order. I am Knight Supremus Tavlor Yontui.”

After finally introducing himself, he turned and left the training room. Several other people filed in and directed us to gather our things, including the rune book we should never be without, and then they would take us to our deployment.

Tawny and I exchanged looks. I was comfortable with going to fight for the order. Even if I was a bit annoyed that my time might end up being wasted, I wasn’t sure if Tawny had ever actually hurt anyone before in her life. I guess she would have to get used to it someday since it was her choice to join the order.

Once back in my room, I swapped some of my new clothing out for my magical equipment. I put my Boots of Agility and my Leather Pants of Armor on under the gear the order had provided. I also equipped my Cloak of Minor Illusions for the first time since the incident at the shelter. It stood out, but I didn’t think the order would mind me wearing it now, and while its active ability was interesting, the real benefit was the way it blended into the surrounding walls and terrain.

After stuffing my remaining clothes and my rune book into my backpack, I then joined the others in the hallway.

Tawny stared at me as I walked out of my room in my cloak, but the others ignored it completely. I gave her a shrug, and she rolled her eyes at me.

We were then led back to the elevators and taken to the floor above us. It was laid out like a large-scale deployment center. I saw crates stacked here and there, and armor, weapons, provisions, and what looked like large leather saddles were set on and against the crates. Men and women in the order’s outfit were standing around and waiting to enter three large portals set up around the room.

We joined a group of Runic Knights in full plate armor with runes engraved on the armor. They were waiting at one of the portals, and once our turn was up, the three of us all entered the portal one after the other.

On the other side of the portal, a man immediately began yelling at us to move out of the way as quickly as possible. I jogged over to where Sootree was standing out of the way.

I took a moment to look around at where we were. We were outside; the sky was cloudy, but the sun peeked through. The sun seemed a bit redder than Earth’s, but otherwise, everything seemed indistinguishable from home. My watch pinged me, and a prompt appeared in my vision.

New world detected. Would you like to perform a scan of this world?

I indicated yes. The watch drained a bit of my energy and sent a pulse out around me. I quickly opened the map function and saw I had a new map that only showed my current location.

Runic Knights were moving goods between the portal and a camp that had been set up around the portal. I saw large tents with the order’s emblem on them all around us. If I had to estimate, there were at least several hundred tents. In the distance was a massive, walled city, and surrounding the city was an even bigger camp full of large, blue-skinned people in armor that made them look like Roman legionary cosplayers. Their camp wrapped around the walls of the city for as far as I could see.

One section of our camp was devoted to nothing but stables full of huge, feathered beasts. As I watched, a group of about twenty Runic Knights mounted the beasts and began to ride out of camp. The beasts were covered in feathers and had two huge wings on each side of their bodies, although I didn’t see any of them flying. Their bodies looked similar to a lion’s body—if the lion was twice the size of most Earth lions—but their heads were similar to those of giant bald eagles.

Tawny joined us and saw me staring at the creature. “Pretty cool, eh?” she said, elbowing me in the ribs. I was not a fan of this new physically-hurting-me aspect of our friendship.

“What are they?” I asked her.

Sootree snorted in disgust at my question. “You don’t even know the signature mount of a Runic Knight and you were accepted into the order?”

“Well,” I said, trying to come up with a response, “there was a lot to learn . . .”

Sootree snorted in disgust again, and Tawny laughed openly at me.

“Those are griffons, Jake,” Tawny finally told me. “If we become full Runic Knights, we will be given one as a mount. The most powerful Runic Knights can inscribe runes on their mounts that make them so powerful they can even fly with a rider. But before that, they are still one of the fiercest mounts the gods have ever seen. The Runic Knights are not just powerful because of our rune lore but because we have tamed them as mounts. A charge of Runic Knights on griffonback can devastate any foe.”

“Oh, wow.” I pictured the hundreds of large creatures charging across a field, each with a Runic Knight in full plate armor and enhanced with runic power. “Yeah, I can see how that would be a problem for people to deal with.”

Tawny laughed at me again before one of the knights came over and told us to follow her to our tents.

As we followed the knight, the woman gave us a brief explanation of the camp and what we were doing there.

“We are here on contract with the Fourteenth Legion,” she said. “We provide cavalry support and assist in repelling the attacking Lupusians. This is a failing world, but one civilization has managed to hold out, and we have been contracted to assist them on their frontier.”

Failing world? What did that mean?

“Over there is the quartermaster,” she said before I dared ask any questions. “You will want to get very familiar with that tent. Every merit you earn in combat here will help you get better armor, weapons, cards, and even your first mount, if you get enough during this deployment.”

I looked at where she had pointed and saw a large tent the size of four or five regular-sized tents. After that, she showed us the latrines, the place to get our food, and then our tent. As squires, we were told, we didn’t get our own tents like full Runic Knights. Instead, we three would be sharing a tent. I didn’t mind sharing with Tawny but was not looking forward to having to deal with Sootree in such close quarters.

“This afternoon,” the woman said before she left, “we will test you to decide where best to use you in combat. Don’t think just because you don’t have a griffon that you won’t see combat. We have several hundred squires here that make up the bulk of our heavy infantry and ranged capabilities. Expect to see action soon. This world isn’t long for the living.”

On that dire pronouncement, she turned and left us standing in front of our tent. Sootree ducked inside without a word, so Tawny and I followed her.

There were three cots, each with a small chest in front of it. A rack for our armor and weapons was placed next to each cot. The inside of the tent was warm and stuffy, but that would probably be a good thing come night, since I didn’t see a way to warm the tent otherwise.

Sootree grabbed a cot and began to unload her gear into the chest. I let Tawny choose next and then took the remaining cot. I put my backpack in the chest but kept my cloak on me.

Sootree lay down on her cot and ignored us, so Tawny and I made small talk until someone told us what else we were supposed to be doing. We waited about an hour before an elderly man with large goat horns curling back from a mostly bald head came into our tent.

“Well,” he said, sizing us up, “I’ve seen worse squires, I suppose.”

The three of us stood up quickly. We didn’t have formal salutes or anything like that, so we just stood awkwardly in front of the goat man.

“My name is Mahjreet,” he told us. “Captain Mahjreet, to be precise. I will be your mentor for your first deployment. You can all have a seat. I am too old and have been around too long to play the tough drill sergeant any longer.”

We all glanced at each other but weren’t sure if we should actually sit or not.

“Sit, sit,” he said, sitting down on the compacted ground of our tent himself.

We all sat down on the ground in front of him.

“So,” he continued, “let’s get some things out of the way first. Our order has two worlds that new squires must learn to navigate. The first is the home tower. There, politics, who you know, and your individual power are as important as brown-nosing and not pissing off the wrong people. All very drab and banal, if you ask me.

“The second world of the order is deployment. Here, you will find a very different type of order member. And the two rarely communicate these days. Here, all that we care about is what you do and how you contribute to our success. We don’t care for suck-ups and smart-asses. We don’t care who your mommy is or what kind of influence she has. The one thing we do not tolerate here is refusing to help our deployment.

“What does that mean, refusing to help? Well, the most common way that we see people refusing to help is by hiding their strength or refusing to use their full strength when we ask. That is a natural instinct for those who are new to the order, because hiding your power is a simple matter of survival back on Ambrosia. You either have enough power to flaunt it or you hide it to keep yourself under the radar.

“That is not how we work on deployment.” His brow furrowed to show us how serious he was. “If you hide your strength from us here, people die. Your order brothers and sisters die. If I ever find that you are refusing to use the full extent of your strength and your absolute best effort on deployment, I will personally have you charged with treason and string you up as a traitor. Got it?”

I swallowed nervously at the sudden turn in his friendly demeanor. I was also not comfortable at all showing my full strength to these people.

“Now,” he said, “I can see that might be making you a bit nervous.” He looked directly at me as he said that. My poker face was apparently failing me. “But rest assured, none of us here will reveal anything about your strength, skills, cards, or abilities. We simply do not care as long as you use your strength to help us succeed. Nobody will report on you to headquarters. Nobody will cooperate with the people back home more than we absolutely have to. You will find the two worlds of the order do not get along. We do the dirty work for the order and do it with pride, while those on Ambrosia are just dirty. And don’t worry, they know we don’t care for them and vice versa.”

That was an interesting insight into the order. Could I actually trust them if I revealed my full use of the world’s energy? There had to be a number of Runic Knights around here who could do the same, and if they learned I could and wasn’t using my full strength, I had no doubt they would hold me to account.

“Now,” he said, “the next step is to find where you all fit in with our forces. Until you earn your griffon, you cannot begin to train as a true Runic Knight. So we start our squires in one of two areas, although everyone will be rotated through both roles. The first will be the infantry division. Your job there is to hold the line whenever we tell you to do so. The second division is our ranged division. If you have a focus in spell cards, ranged combat, or experience as a scout, then you will start in our ranged division. Now, which one do you think fits you three best?”

“I would be best as a scout,” Sootree said. Captain Mahjreet gave her a look as if evaluating her abilities and then nodded at her.

“I prefer infantry,” Tawny said after a moment. Captain Mahjreet nodded at her request as well.

“Well . . .” I said, feeling very unsure about revealing so much about myself. “I could probably fit in all three, if I’m being honest.”

Captain Mahjreet gave me a faint smile and nodded for me to continue.

“Uhh,” I continued, “I have experience in fighting with melee weapons and . . . uh . . . have a good amount of physical enhancement that would probably serve me well there. I also have experience with a bow and also have a fair amount of experience hunting and scouting.”

Tawny gave me a skeptical look, likely thinking my physical enhancement wasn’t that impressive since she was judging me by our sparring sessions and training.

“Hmm,” Captain Mahjreet said, looking at me in a very piercing way that made me feel immediately uncomfortable. “You three come with me. We’ll get you squared away.”

He led us out of our tent and showed us where his tent was in case we ever needed him. Then he took Tawny over to a unit of men and women practicing with swords and large shields.

Leaving her there, he took Sootree over to a group of people relaxing around a campfire.

“New scout,” he told them, gesturing Sootree forward before turning and leading me away.

Once we were alone, he led me to an area of camp where several people had set up a practice range and were flinging spell cards and shooting arrows at targets downrange.

“Now,” Captain Mahjreet said, “let us have a little chat.”

I turned and looked at him, feeling my stomach drop slightly at his tone.

“Now, young man,” he said, “did anyone at home learn about your unique use of energy?”

Even though I sensed this was what he might want to talk to me about, it was a surprise to hear him ask me so openly. I looked around but saw nobody was near us.

“Uh . . .” I said, deciding I needed to be very careful around this man. He acted friendly but was extremely observant and had made very clear he was willing to do whatever he had to do to protect his people. I decided to actually be honest. “Well, no. They never learned anything unique about me, I believe.”

His face settled into a bit of a smile. “Good, good,” he said, patting me on the arm. “We prefer not to confuse the people back home with too many details. You understand?”

“Sure.” I didn’t really understand all of what was happening around here, but I was willing to play along.

“So,” he said, “how did I know, you ask?”

“Yeah,” I replied.

“We were briefed on your choice of runes.” He pointed at my chest. “And yours was very unusual. The people back home wrote it off as a useless rune and advised us that you be treated as a low-priority squire. That means being given few opportunities to get merits and little to no personal training. Of course, those of us who may know a bit more about how things work in the real world . . . Well, we might have recognized what you were doing when you chose your rune. The question I have is, did it work?” He looked at me eagerly.

I looked around again and then gave him a hesitant nod.

“Ha!” he said. “I knew it. Nobody has been stupid enough to try manipulating a rune on their own body like you did, young man. But you just won me a nice little pot of shards because I had a feeling you had a bit more going on than the standard recruit.”

I felt thoroughly confused and wasn’t sure what to say in response.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Like I told you, no word of this will ever leave a deployment camp. Later, I will introduce you to some of your peers who will be excited to meet a young man like you. Just be ready for a lot of questions about your rune and what benefits it gave you, yeah?”

“Okay,” I said. “Uhh . . . thanks for letting me know all this.”

“Sure, sure,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. We few that know what energy can truly do are the heart of the order. You will find that we are the ones that truly run things around here. We just let those prissy little paper-pushers back home think they are in charge.”

He gave out a barking laugh at that and then finished leading me over to the ranged practice area.

“Now,” he said, “we will get you properly equipped, and then you will work with a special unit of mine to find the best way to fit you into our war efforts, understand?”

I nodded while I continued to follow him toward a stack of large bows lined up neatly under a wooden awning.

Once there, he lifted a wooden bow so tall it was almost the same height as me. It had runes engraved on it, and they glowed with a soft brown light.

“Give this one a draw,” he said.

I took the bow and drew the string back as far as I could.

“Any strain?” he asked me, walking around me as I held the bow at full draw.

“No,” I said, easing the string back.

“Hmm. Try this one.” The captain walked over and grabbed a bow that was shorter than the last one but made of solid metal. It looked like a modern compound bow I had seen once on television. It also had runes engraved on it, but they were a deep purple. Now that I could identify the runes, I saw one for Strength, Speed, and Durability. There was also another combination of runes I didn’t recognize, but I didn’t have time to figure out what those additional runes stood for.

I tried to pull the string back but found I could only move it about halfway to its full draw. When I looked at the captain to see if he wanted me to really exert myself, he gave me a nod, and I began to channel energy into enhancing my body. In a split second, I harnessed enough energy to fully draw the bow and hold it steady.

“Very interesting,” he said, watching me.

My arm began to shake, even with energy enhancing my strength.

“Go ahead and release,” he said.

I gladly let the string slide back to its resting position.

“We’ll go with this one,” he said. “It has enough power to put an arrow through a set of full plate and, if you get the angle right, another set behind it. We will get you some special arrows that are strong enough to survive the draw as well. Hold onto that bow at all times, you understand? Right now, it is worth about twenty new squires.”

I nodded at him and tucked the bow under my arm.

Next, he led me over to an orc blacksmith who was working a forge nearby.

“Michal,” the captain said to the blacksmith, who stopped pounding on a piece of metal as we approached, “this is one of my new squires. He needs proper kit for our special duty unit.”

Michal eyed me up and down before grunting. He stuck whatever he had been working on back in the forge and turned to enter the large tent set up behind me. I heard loud clanging and metal screeching on metal until he returned from the tent with a number of weapons.

“We never know what we will need from you,” the captain told me. “So you will need to be prepared for anything. We will also be moving you in with a special unit tomorrow, so say your goodbyes to your two friends before then.”

The orc stuffed a number of weapons into my arms, and I barely managed to grab them in time. There was a sheathed sword, a wooden shield, a number of daggers in different styles of sheaths, and a set of dark leather armor.

“Change into this armor,” he said, “instead of your loud chainmail. Keep your clothing on over your armor for now so everyone knows you are one of us, but when we work, we take off all identifying markers. Equip these daggers in your boot. The sleeve of your armor has a special place designed for holding one. Put another on your belt. Got it?”

Now I was definitely feeling overwhelmed. When I got up today, I had not expected to reveal the secret I had been hiding since coming to this world, and I had definitely not expected to be wrapped up in some elicit group within the order that, by all appearances so far, seemed to have my best interest at heart, though I had no clue about who they really were. I expected to maybe guard a boring town or get into some light skirmishing while I could focus on finding a way back home.

“Oh,” he said, “and each of you starts with one merit for becoming squires. The other two will be told what to do with their merit, but your new unit is a bit more flexible. Go spend it on whatever you think will help you stay alive longer. All clear?”

“Sure,” I said. “And, uhh . . . thanks for the information.”

He snorted. “One of us will come get you tomorrow! So say your goodbyes tonight!” he yelled as he walked away.

I looked around, feeling a bit lost. My arms were full of gear, and I was left alone in what amounted to a camp full of very dangerous strangers. I made my way back to our tent, juggling all my new gear and getting lost several times. Once there, I dumped everything on my cot and then went back out to do something I had wanted to do for a while now.

I made my way back toward the portal we had come to this world through. It was just as busy as it had been before, but I stayed out of the way and got close enough that I could see the runes on the portal stone that surrounded the purple energy inside. This was what I needed to figure out if I wanted to get back home: either how to make a portal or how to hijack one to go to a different location.

The stone that surrounded the portal was glossy and dark gray. I didn’t recognize what type of stone it was, but I was hardly an expert on types of stone. I could see the runes, which glowed a bright purple, from where I stood, but I only recognized about half of them: a rune for Travel, one for Efficiency, like the one on my chest, one for Power, linked with a Sustain rune that often had a stabilizing effect, much like a battery, and then one for Dimension, which my book had described as being dangerous and rarely used.

I made a note of where each rune was and then tried to memorize the runes I didn’t recognize. As I did, I tried not to look super obvious by acting like a fresh recruit who was just amazed by all the hustle and bustle around me. Nobody seemed to care what I was doing, though, so I wasn’t disturbed.

I then made my way back to our tent, jotted everything down in my journal, and drew a quick sketch of the portal and all the runes. Once I was done, neither of my tent-mates had returned yet, so I made my way over to the quartermaster’s tent to see what I could get with my one merit.

There was nobody outside the large tent, so I ducked inside and was greeted by shelves and shelves of armor, weapons, magical items, and cards. The cards were all displayed under designations such as “spell” or “enhancement.” Walking through the shelves and organizing things was a large, rotund man with walrus tusks and a huge, bushy mustache.

“Hey, be right there!” he said as he finished doing something in one of the aisles. Once he was done, he walked toward me down the aisle, barely fitting between the shelves. “New recruit, eh?” he said, seeing me.

“Yeah,” I replied. “First day here.”

“First day, first merit,” he said. “Very exciting! Welcome to my treasure palace, young man.” He grinned at me, his large tusks making it look significantly less friendly than he probably intended.

“So how does this all work?” I asked him.

“What’s your name?” He moved over to a large tome on a desk nearby.

“Jake,” I told him.

“Jake? Just Jake?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said.

“Hmmm,” he replied as he flipped to the very end of the book. “Well, there you go. One merit, as I predicted.” He walked back over to me and gestured for me to follow him deeper into the tent. “Now, your first assignment should have given you instructions on what to get. Where’d they place you? You look like a skinny sort, so I’d say ranged or scouts, eh? Or do you have some muscle under there? You a front-line fighter?”

“Uh,” I replied, unsure if he was insulting me or not. “Captain Mahjreet placed me with a special unit? And told me to pick whatever I wanted?”

“Oh ho ho!” he replied, eyeing me closer. “One of those, eh? In a recruit? Very rare find. The ol’ captain must have been happy to have found you. You are in for quite a ride, boyo. Quite a ride.”

“Uh, okay,” I said, “that doesn’t really sound wonderful to me . . .”

He laughed, slapping his large belly. “Well, I ain’t got an answer to that, but let me give you the full tour since you can take your pick.”

He took me over to the armor section to start. The walls of the shelves were covered in plate armor.

“These here are the pieces you will need to collect with your merits if you ever want to become a true Runic Knight. They are made from a special alloy that is both stronger and more durable than most metals, but they’re also especially useful for rune-charging. They hold a charge longer and give you more power for each rune. Very handy.” He picked up a leg piece of the plate armor.

“Listen up,” he said, gesturing at me with the leg armor flopping between us. “The problem is you can’t really use it until you have enough to cover yourself and each piece costs one merit—and there are thirteen pieces total. Then you also have to be confident enough in your rune-crafting to custom-design each piece and then powerful enough to charge all the runes. Long and short of it is, don’t start collecting these too soon or you will waste your merits and end up dead, ya hear me?”

I nodded at him. I had no intention of running around in full plate armor anytime soon.

He then led me over to the weapons racks. “Same thing here. The weapons are made for rune-crafting but take time and effort to enchant properly. Better to stick with what we give you to start for now.”

He then led me over to the various magical items stacked up on the shelves. His collection ranged from necklaces, cloaks, backpacks, and boots to what looked like magic wands, glasses, and even strange-looking hats.

“This may be a good place to start,” he said, gesturing at the gear. “A strong magical item, pre-enchanted, may help you stay alive for longer. The negative is if you lose it in combat, you don’t get your merit back.” He then led me back to the front of the shop to where all the cards were. “Which is why I suggest you start with a good card. You can’t lose it unless you die. You can find something to complement any cards you may already have. With one merit, you can choose any card from our collection of cards we deem useful for combat, or you can get five cards that are useless but can be used to upgrade a current card of yours. I suggest, unless you have a full deck already—which I have never seen in even the richest squires—you get yourself something useful to start.”

I started looking through the cards, agreeing with his assessment.

“Oh,” he said, “one last thing. It takes fifty merits to get your mount. Some squires think to immediately begin saving for their griffon, having dreamed of having one since they were a little kid reading about the order. You know what happens to those recruits? They never live long enough to get their mount because they never get strong enough to survive out there. Ya hear me?”

“I hear you,” I replied. “Thank you for the explanations. I’m gonna take your advice and get a new card, like you said.”

He gave me a wide grin again. “Good. A smart squire! I can see why the captain grabbed you up—in addition to the other reasons, of course.”

He gave me a wink and turned to leave me to myself as I browsed the cards. I didn’t know how to respond to a wink from a large, walrus-looking man, so I didn’t say anything.

“Since you are a good listener,” he said, “and not like some of the arrogant young pups that come in here, I’ll give you a little tip about the cards. You know how some people charge their runes with evolved cards?”

I nodded at him.

“Well,” he said, “think about that when you pick your cards. Find a domain you can evolve in the same way. Even if you don’t use that to charge your runes, you will find it gives you greater flexibility once you get something evolved. Think long term. Don’t just waste your merits on cards that seem cool but don’t lead you anywhere, got it?”

“Sure,” I said. “I understand.”

“Good, good,” he said, turning back around. “Good luck out there. Hope you survive what Captain Mahjreet has in store for you.”

That sounded ominous, but there was nothing I could do about it right now. I started flipping through the piles of cards. I took my time and read through all the different kinds of cards. I also reviewed what I currently needed. I had mostly physical-enhancement cards right now, which weren’t super necessary. I also had my Time Sense, Mend, and Energy Efficiency, which were pretty handy but again offered little benefit in combat directly.

I still thought of myself as a spell card kind of person, even though I had spent so much time learning to fight with weapons. My self-image was still of a scrawny slacker more than a fighter. But I knew that had truly changed from living in this new world. I needed to come to terms with the new me.

Despite that, the melee attack cards were all dead ends for me. As I had already learned, I could do almost the same thing by enhancing my strikes with energy these days. And I already had the few physical-enhancement cards available here. So the only really useful cards for me were utility cards or the spell cards. Utility cards I might need if this new group I was joining traveled a lot, but I had to assume they had the basics already covered, like cards that helped with hunting, survival, heat, and so on. And the spell cards, without my old deck, just seemed insignificant. They had all the classic spell cards—fire, ice, earth, darkness, nature, and so on—in both multi-target and single-target types. But with a ten-second cooldown on each, I couldn’t imagine wasting time invoking them over just attacking right now.

After over an hour of browsing the cards, I finally found something that caught my eye. It was deep in the utility section. I first noticed it because it glowed with a purple light, whereas most of the cards glowed with their elemental color or had no glow at all if they were crafted.

I pulled the card out of the stack and examined it.

Dimensional Step

Level 1

Rare Power

Space is just an illusion. Take the first step forward into true understanding.

The caster may teleport to any location within ten feet of their current location once every thirty seconds.

The quartermaster had suggested I pick something that would grow in power. This . . . this could be my path home. This card had to be related to the same kind of power that created the portals. If I could evolve it into some kind of control over teleporting, maybe I could use it to get back home. Of course, it was the only card in this entire collection that seemed related to portal magic at all, so finding more to evolve it wouldn’t be easy—but in the meantime, it gave me a card that was useful in combat and would help me survive. I could reposition in combat to get away from enemies or strike them from unexpected directions. It was very versatile.

I took the card over to the quartermaster and let him know it was what I wanted to spend my merit on.

“Hmm,” he said, inspecting the card. “Interesting choice.”

He walked over to the ledger I presumed held everyone’s merits and made a notation in it. He then walked over to me and presented me with the card.

“I hope this serves you well,” he said, looking me in the eye. “Come back and tell me how your first mission turns out. I look forward to hearing about it.”

I thanked him and absorbed the card into my deck. I said my goodbyes and then made my way back to the tent I shared with Tawny and Sootree. They were both back from meeting with their units and were sitting in awkward silence when I ducked into the tent.

“What happened to you?” Tawny demanded, jumping up from her cot.

I looked over at Sootree, signaling I didn’t want to talk about it in front of her. Tawny looked over at her as well. Sootree, seeing our looks, snorted and rolled over on her cot, ignoring us.

“Walk?” I said to Tawny.

“Yeah,” she said. “Let’s go!”

We left the tent and began to walk together.

“Did you find where we eat around here?” I asked her.

“Sure,” she said, smiling at me. “Follow me.”

She led me over to a series of tables and benches nearby. We ate a filling but rather bland meal together, and I told her about my day. I left out why I was recruited into the new unit, just explaining it had to do with some of the stuff I couldn’t tell her about yet.

She was unhappy with that, and with the news that I wouldn’t be staying in the tent with her, but she took the disappointment with grace and didn’t bug me too much about it. I appreciated having a friend who didn’t resent me having to hold back some information. She just trusted that I had a good reason, even though I could tell she was dying to know more.

After eating, we wandered the camp some more, and I heard about her unit. She was excited to be among so many strong fighters. I hadn’t really picked up on how much she valued being strong. I knew she was driven—she couldn’t have made it this far without a lot of drive and ambition—but I was learning more about her now, even more than after I made an effort to get out of my shell and be a better friend to her. She seemed to really want to prove herself as one of the strongest fighters in the order—which I didn’t point out was rather ironic since she was one of the smallest people around here. Size didn’t really matter, though, when you could enhance yourself like the Runic Knights could. I was confident that in a few years she would become a true force to be reckoned with.

Before we turned in for the night, Tawny pulled me in for a big hug. I was surprised by it but tried not to let it show in my body language.

“Stay safe, okay?” she said to me as she squeezed me a bit painfully. “You are my only friend in this whole place, and I don’t want to lose you.”

I patted her awkwardly on the back. The physical contact made me uncomfortable, and I realized I had been avoiding being too close to anyone after escaping the dungeon. I never used to have a problem with something as small as a hug, but now it made me feel very awkward.

“You stay safe as well,” I told her, pulling back from the hug. She looked up at me, and tears had formed in her eyes. I felt like a real jerk that my only thought was about how uncomfortable I felt.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish I could be a better friend right now. I just feel so . . . out of place. I feel like I’m lost and just trying to run forward as fast as I can and hope I land somewhere safe.”

She looked confused at my words.

“Sorry,” I said again. “That didn’t make a lot of sense. You just stay safe as well. Don’t go doing anything too stupid trying to prove you are just as tough as the rest of these knights, okay?”

She laughed and punched me in the arm again.

I tried to punch her back, and she nimbly dodged the blow and ducked into the tent, wiping her eyes. I stood outside for a bit and took several deep breaths. I kept finding more ways that my months of isolation and torture had changed me, none of them for the better. My irritation and frustration were boiling over into anger, and I ruthlessly suppressed the emotion. I didn’t have time for that kind of thing and it wouldn’t help me anyway. I needed to just get home and spend some quality time figuring my shit out while sitting out front of my shop, doodling in my journal and enjoying life.

Picturing myself back home helped calm me down a bit, and I ducked into the tent after Tawny. A large quiver of arrows and the bow I had gotten earlier were leaning against my cot. They were made of a dark metal I had never seen before. I packed up my backpack, attaching the bow and quiver to the sides like the elves had taught me. I stuffed it with my gear, clothing, and other items.

After everything was as ready as I could make it, I turned in for the night.
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The next morning, I woke up as Tawny and Sootree were leaving. Tawny gave me another hug before she left. I got my new gear on, threw my backpack over my cloak, grabbed my spear, and stepped out of my tent to wait for whoever was supposed to come get me.

I waited about twenty minutes before a female devil—I guess I should be more polite and think of them as tieflings—approached me. I immediately tensed at the sight of her and tried to relax. There was no reason to be defensive around someone I had never met before. She probably had no clue Earth even existed. Still, just the sight of her red skin and horns brought back painful memories.

“You Jake?” she said, casually approaching me.

I nodded at her, trying to force myself to appear friendly. She was barely looking at me, so she didn’t seem to appreciate the effort.

“Follow me, champ,” she said, turning and walking off.

I hustled a bit to catch up to her and then followed her through the camp without complaint. She led me out of the camp itself and toward a small group of trees about a mile south of the city. As we traveled, I got a better look at the other army camped around the city. The soldiers were all the large, blue-skinned humanoids I had seen before and occasionally back in Ambrosia. And they were definitely dressed in Roman armor—they looked almost exactly like the Roman legionaries I had seen re-created in movies back home.

“Okay,” I said to the woman as we walked past the Roman camp, “I have to ask. How is it possible that all these different worlds have so much in common with the world I came from?”

She looked over at me with a neutral expression on her face before answering. “You new around here, then?”

“Yeah, you could say that,” I replied, watching the blue-skinned legionaries go about their business.

“Like really new?” she asked.

I considered not answering that question, but then I wouldn’t get any answers about how it was possible I was looking at a Roman legion made up of blue-skinned people.

“Yeah,” I said after a moment, “you could call me really new.”

She pointed at the sky above us and then made a gesture as if encompassing the whole world. “This is just one of an infinite number of worlds. The gods can jump dimensions. Or something like that. So they go find alternative realities where things have diverged but life still exists. Once they find a reality that has enough of a population to be entertaining to them, or however they decide, then they bring it into their sick little game and fuck everything up.”

My head spun when I realized what she was saying. I had been imagining the gods traveling through space and finding different planets, but that didn’t really explain how so many races had existed in our mythology on Earth before the transition—or how things I was seeing here on this world could be so similar to things on Earth.

“How did my planet have stories about some of the things I’d seen since the transition? Like elves. We had stories about elves long before the transition occurred.”

“Hmmph,” she responded. “The gods aren’t the only ones that can discover paths through the different dimensions. They are just the most powerful. Your planet was probably visited from time to time by people from different worlds. It happens all the time.”

Wow, that was a lot to take in. So the blue-skinned people around me were just from a dimension where the world diverged from Earth in different ways? In one, the dominant race was larger and had blue skin? In another, Rome never fell and the transition occurred during Roman times? Or did something allow Rome to continue expanding so the population of the planet skyrocketed? Maybe no Black Death because of a higher Roman standard of living? The possibilities were endless.

“Wow,” I said, “that is fascinating.”

She didn’t respond, and I didn’t ask her any more questions as my mind whirled at the possibilities.

Eventually, we reached the group of trees, and the woman led us past and into a clearing. A firepit was dug in the middle, surrounded by several smaller leather tents. Sitting on logs and chatting were three people.

“This is the new squire that Mahjreet says belongs with us,” she said to the group. I studied the strange group in front of me. One was a large tree man who stood at least nine feet tall and had a large body and thick arms and legs. He was leaning against a tree on the other side of camp and had a large wooden shield. An even bigger sword that also seemed to be made of wood was leaning next to him. Sitting on his lap was a much smaller woman who also appeared to have skin made of bark, but it was softer and gentler-looking.

Around the firepit was a man with dark, leathery green skin and a large thick turtle shell on his back. He had short, stubby arms and legs, and his face looked like that of a very large but intelligent turtle. He also had on a pair of glasses, and strapped across his chest were a number of vials and several tomes. He stood first and welcomed me to the group. He introduced himself as Jurtan.

The large tree guy slowly stood as well and introduced himself as Oakenbranch, and the woman with him was named Willow. The tiefling, who finally told me her name was Nehala, sat down around the firepit, and I stood there awkwardly for a moment before joining her. Oakenbranch and Willow sat down around us as well, and everyone looked at me.

“Uh,” I said, uncomfortable with their gazes and the silence, “I honestly have no clue what I am doing here.”

“Don’t mind us,” Jurtan replied. “We are just trying to get a sense of how far you have come with your energy manipulation. You are the one the captain mentioned who got the Efficiency rune, yes?”

I nodded and felt a little better about the weird staring they were doing. They were probably able to feel the energy inside of me, like I could at times in others.

“Well, that is good,” Jurtan continued. “And it worked? You can pull more energy now?”

“Uh, well,” I said, “it worked, yes. But it isn’t like I can pull more energy. The energy I pull is just more . . . concentrated? More efficient, as the rune implies.”

I felt strange talking about it so openly, but everyone here seemed to already know about my secret.

Jurtan nodded at my words. “Fascinating,” he said, staring at my chest where the rune was engraved. “Will you show us?”

“Sure.” I set down my spear and slipped off my backpack before pulling in the world’s energy to my core. I felt the broiling energy being drawn in through my rune, filling me with the thicker, more potent energy.

“Oooohh,” Oakenbranch said in his slow, deep voice.

“Indeed,” Jurtan said. “Very fascinating. I think I will have to get some notes from you when we have time, my new friend. I would like to try for such a rune next time my body is ready.”

They continued to stare at me until I stopped pulling in energy.

“Well,” Jurtan said, “enough of that for now. I am sure you have a lot of questions. Let me try to answer some of them. Go ahead and ask whatever is on your mind, young man.”

I thought about all the questions I had. I wanted to know more about these divergent worlds and how the gods found them. I wanted to know what in the world I was doing here. I wanted to know how to get back home. I wanted to know who these people were and why we were camped away from everyone else. The term “failing world” had also been stuck in my head since I overheard it earlier when we first came to this planet. I had so many questions and wasn’t sure where to start.

“Well,” I said, “I guess I want to start by knowing what I am expected to do with you all.”

“An astute start,” Jurtan said, adjusting his glasses. He appeared to be the speaker of the group, since Nehala the tiefling and Willow weren’t really paying attention and Oakenbranch seemed content with just watching.

“We are a unique force of Runic Knights,” Jurtan said. “An elite force, some might say. We serve a very critical purpose on deployments to failed worlds, carrying out tasks that the natives of the world and our regular forces are not capable of fulfilling, usually.”

“What do you mean by failed worlds?” I asked. “I heard that when I first got here and didn’t know what that meant.”

“Ah,” Jurtan said. “Well, that is simple. Failed worlds are worlds that were transitioned by the gods but weren’t able to handle the change, either because they didn’t prepare properly, couldn’t handle the dungeons before they got out of control, or weren’t flexible enough to adapt to the new reality.”

I got a sinking feeling in my stomach at his words. My world hadn’t been prepared at all and was already doing very poorly before I left. Were we doomed to be a failed world as well?

“This world,” he said, gesturing around him, “is holding on by a thread—that thread being the legionaries that have contracted us to be here. They are the last remnant of a civilization that had prepared for the transition but did not share their knowledge with others. They thought to make themselves the most powerful civilization in the world by hiding the coming transition. Instead, they found themselves without allies and slowly overwhelmed by enemies both native and new.”

“So a failed world is one that can’t fight back against the monsters from the transition?” I asked.

“Yes, exactly,” Jurtan replied. “I am very surprised this is news to you. What world do you come from to not know about such things?”

“He says he is ‘very new,’” Nehala replied.

“Hmmm, interesting,” Jurtan said, studying me again. “It is rare to find someone able to use the world’s energy from one of the newer worlds. Very interesting. Did you, perhaps, have some help along the way, young man?”

Preferring not to discuss details of where I was from or how I learned about utilizing energy, I tried to change the subject. “A lot of this is very new for me. And thank you for explaining that. So what do we specifically do here on this world for them?”

Jurtan smiled at my obvious attempt to change the subject but didn’t press me further. “Well, our main force helps to stabilize the region by providing an elite force of cavalry and our squires to assist in battle against monsters and dungeon-spawned races. But the real reason that worlds contract with orders like ours is for elite squads like us. You see, the biggest threat on a failed world isn’t always the monsters. It is from the dungeons. If a world lets their dungeons build in power without any constraint, they will begin to overflow and fill the world with whatever race fills that dungeon. Our job is to dive behind enemy lines and find those dungeons. Once we do, we don’t just clear them. We find the core of the dungeon and rip it out, killing the dungeon forever.”

“And once we do,” Nehala said, summoning a flame above her hand that burned an angry red with flickers of purple, “we absorb the knowledge of the dungeon and gain its power.”

“Yes,” Jurtan said, coughing slightly as if embarrassed by Nehala’s statement, “we can then absorb the knowledge of the dungeon and use it to empower our use of energy. It helps us survive in situations where normal people would be overwhelmed.”

“So,” I said, thinking through what they were saying, “we are going to be sneaking through enemy territory and clearing their dungeons? And destroying them somehow?”

“Yep, that’s what we do,” said Willow, who had remained silent until now. Her voice was high and reminded me of a bird singing in the forest.

“And you, young man,” Jurtan said, “are in for a treat. We have found a dungeon about a week north of here and were just about to leave to clear it before we got word you would be joining us. We don’t know what type of dungeon it is yet, but after we defeat it, as the newest member of our little group, you will get to absorb its knowledge and will see how it can enhance your use of energy beyond all expectations.”

I leaned back on the log I was sitting on, taking in what they had said. So dungeons that grew out of control could spill out and attack? My friends back home had said monsters and dungeons would grow in power but hadn’t mentioned anything like that happening. Maybe they hoped it wouldn’t happen on Earth, but when my friends had learned about how few humans had survived and how none of us were prepared, they had seemed very saddened by the notion. I had thought it was at the loss of life during the transition, but maybe it was also sadness that my world might fail and be overrun by the monsters and dungeon-spawn.

“Alright,” Jurtan said, interrupting my growing worry and panic about home. “Now for the fun part. Let’s see what you can do for the group.”

Everyone stood and walked over to a large open area in the clearing where no tent had been set up.

“Grab your spear or whatever weapon you want,” Jurtan called to me, “and join us here for some light sparring.”

I grabbed my spear but left my other items behind. Nehala was standing in the center of the clearing, waiting for me, while everyone else stood around the clearing in a rough circle.

“I am guessing you haven’t mastered your energy to the point where you can cast any spells yet,” Jurtan called, “so enhance yourself physically as best as you can and attack Nehala. Don’t worry, you won’t be able to hurt her permanently, and anything that either of you do to each other, I can heal.”

I gripped my spear in one hand as I approached the clearing and began to draw in energy to enhance my body. Before I could finish, I felt a quick spike of energy from Nehala and then a sharp pain as purple and red fire exploded around me. I tried to pull in more energy to enhance myself and began to run toward her, but she was faster than me and strafed to the side while casting several bolts of fire at me. The bolts struck me, but I had finally managed to finish enhancing myself, and with my energy enhancement, I was tough enough to take the bolts without falling over.

I charged at her again, trying to impale her on my spear, but even with my enhanced speed, she dodged again and invoked another explosion of purple flames on top of me. Gasping, I tried to refocus on her, but the pain was becoming too much to bear. Even through my Toughness card and my energy-infused body, my skin began to burn and my head started to spin.

“Enough,” I heard someone say. I fell to a knee and tried to recover by invoking a Mend, but before I could, a wave of golden energy suffused my body and erased my pain. I looked up and saw Jurtan gesturing toward me and a gentle golden energy falling down around my body.

“Okay,” Jurtan said after I had recovered a bit. “Lots to work with there, but quite clear there is a lot you don’t know. Come, sit with me. We will practice in another way first before more sparring.”

The others lost interest and wandered back over to the fire. Jurtan sat down in the clearing, and I stumbled over to join him. I felt healed but at the same time a bit strung out. It was different from using my Mend card, which left me with more energy and life but didn’t heal me fully right away. Whatever Jurtan had done acted very quickly and seemed to restore me fully.

“Sit, sit,” Jurtan said.

I sat down next to him, letting my spear fall to the ground beside me. “Well, that was embarrassing.”

“No, no,” he said, chuckling slightly. “We expected that. She is one of our deadliest fighters and has absorbed quite a lot of knowledge about fire and combat from dungeons. The first thing we wanted you to see is the way that we can specialize our energy much like a card can, but what you saw from her was not from a card at all, yes? You know about this?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, I knew it was possible but I haven’t specialized my energy at all yet. I’m just grasping the energy as it is.”

“Yes,” Jurtan replied, “that is normal. Learning to specialize on your own would take years and years of study. And that is what many do. The old masters used to spend lifetimes in meditation and practice, refining their use of energy until they could do almost anything with it. The speculation is that the gods themselves are just highly advanced users of energy and the reason they created the card system was to distract the majority of people from ever seeking to learn more about how to utilize energy. That way, nobody can ever challenge them.”

“Okay,” I said, “that kind of makes sense to me.”

“So,” Jurtan said, smiling, “we could meditate for a hundred years to learn how to utilize our energy. Or . . . we can steal that knowledge. Which is what we do by clearing the dungeons and destroying them.”

“And the gods don’t stop you?” I asked.

Jurtan laughed. “Not so far!”

I raised an eyebrow at him and didn’t respond. He just laughed harder. Why was every world I went to so full of crazy people who had no sense of self-preservation?

“Okay, okay,” he said after he stopped laughing. “The next thing is that it is clear you are not utilizing your energy for enhancement properly. That is normal for someone as untrained as you are. Tell me, do you have some physical-enhancement cards in your current deck?”

I considered lying because I had been warned never to reveal my deck, but he seemed to be genuinely trying to help me, so I didn’t. “Yeah, a number of them now. I used to be more focused on spell cards, but . . . the way I came to this world caught me by surprise, and I was left with mostly physical cards.”

“That’s okay,” he said, “but these days, they are only holding you back. What you should do is take them out of your active deck now, and then I’ll teach you a way to surpass even the highest-level physical-enhancement cards, okay?”

I nodded and summoned my cards in front of him. I pulled all of my physical cards out and held them in my hand. The only cards I had left now were my Time Sense, Mend, Energy Efficiency, Decadence, and Dimensional Step. As my physical cards left my deck, a wave of weakness and tiredness immediately passed over me. How long had I been relying on these cards to prop me up? I had gotten so used to having them I hadn’t even realized how much they were doing for me.

My head spun a bit without the cards, and I had to put a hand down to stop myself from falling over, even from my sitting position. Jurtan gave me a moment to recover before he spoke again.

“Much better,” he said, eyeing me. “Now, pull in your energy like you do when enhancing yourself for combat.”

I did as he said and pulled in energy to my core. I focused that energy and spread it throughout my body, picturing it enhancing everything my cards had previously enhanced. This was what I already did whenever I needed a boost in strength, but it felt significantly weaker without my cards also enhancing my body.

“It’s okay if it feels strange for now,” Jurtan said, “but you will find over time you can do more this way, trust me. And here is the trick. Don’t let the energy go. Never release this energy that you are using to enhance your body. Keep infusing your body with it. It will become second nature for your body and, with practice, will become just like breathing—an unconscious act that doesn’t require any of your concentration. Once it has become that natural to you, you will find you can utilize your energy for much more because you are no longer having to split your mental focus on enhancing your body.”

I could feel the energy filling my body, enhancing my speed, toughness, endurance, dexterity, and mental acuity. But it didn’t feel stable; it felt like I was wrestling the energy into my body. I couldn’t imagine relaxing and the energy continuing to enhance my body without my conscious thought.

“You stay here and meditate like this for a while,” I heard Jurtan say, “and just focus on holding the energy inside you. I’ll come get you for lunch, and then you can practice walking around and eating with the energy enhancing you. The more regular things you do, the more it will become second nature.”

I felt him clap me on the shoulder as he stood. I tried to settle my mind and just focus on holding the energy in my body. I had never held it for more than a few minutes at most, and even then, I was distracted by combat. Now I could feel the raw energy that was alive with its own purpose and desire to spread and expand. I focused on calming the energy and kept picturing it settling into my body, my pores, my cells, enhancing every aspect of my physical body.

Some time later, Jurtan came to get me, and I ate a small lunch with everyone. They chatted among themselves but left me to focus on my energy. They must have gone through this themselves and knew how difficult it was.

After lunch, Jurtan had me walk with him around the clearing and through the forest for a bit. I practiced holding the energy inside me as we walked, and Jurtan told me stories about some of the dungeons they had cleared. I assumed he was trying to force my mind to listen while I held the energy inside me. His stories were interesting, and my concentration slipped at times as I listened to him, but I was able to bring it back pretty quickly.

He told me about the dungeon they had cleared to unlock his healing energy. He said it was a rare dungeon full of corrupted angels. At the end, after a grueling run, they managed to defeat the final boss, and when he consumed the dungeon core, he felt that he could choose two different types of knowledge to absorb. The first allowed him to use energy to corrupt anyone or anything. He said it was a brutal type of knowledge. He could sense that the dungeon core would teach him how to use the world’s energy to turn others against their allies, to corrupt spell cards and enhancement cards, and to even corrupt a person’s own body.

But instead of choosing that, he chose the pure knowledge of healing. As soon as he chose that knowledge, he began to absorb the dungeon core, and he learned all kinds of new techniques for his energy, like how to heal others, mend serious wounds, and even encourage growth in animals and plants.

After I listened to his stories, he led me back to camp and I meditated for the rest of the night until dinner was ready. After that, Jurtan showed me to a tent and told me to get some rest. He advised me to keep holding the energy as I slept but said I shouldn’t be surprised if I woke up without it enhancing me for now.

I did as he said and tried to fall asleep while holding the energy, but I had trouble sleeping. I dozed off here and there but woke up quickly when I felt the energy leave me. I pulled the energy back into my core and enhanced my body again before trying to fall back asleep.

By morning, I was tired and grumpy from lack of sleep. Jurtan gave me a plate of breakfast and told me to spend the day meditating and enhancing myself.

“Tomorrow,” he said after I finished eating while maintaining the energy inside me, “the spring offensive is likely to begin. The legion and our knights will march to meet the dungeon-spawn in the field, so we will sneak around and clear the dungeon we found. Be ready for some serious travel, eh? And you better keep that energy the entire way or we will have another sparring session!”

He laughed as he left me, but I ignored him. I focused on enhancing my body—not just holding the energy but concentrating it inside of me, much like my Efficiency rune concentrated the energy in my core. I pulled in that concentrated energy and spread it throughout my body, then pictured it seeping into every single cell. I pictured the energy becoming calm and even throughout my body but also thick, vibrant, and powerful at the same time.

I spent a day walking around the camp, eating, listening to Jurtan, and meditating. I slept slightly better that night but still woke up several times and had to re-summon the energy and spread it around inside me again.

The next morning, I was awoken early by Jurtan and given a quick breakfast. After eating, everyone packed up their gear, and I was shown how to pack up my small tent and the mat I had been sleeping on and strap it to my backpack. I carried my spear and wore the leather armor they had given me, along with my boots and magical leather pants. I didn’t wear the clothing that identified me as a Runic Knight, but I did throw on my magical cloak and then strapped on my backpack under it. I looked a bit like a turtle myself, but it was comfortable enough for a day of hiking. The best part was that I did all of that while still enhancing myself, and I was getting better at concentrating more on something else while still holding the energy inside me.

We circled around the south of the city, and as we traveled, Jurtan explained more about the conflict around here. He started by pulling out a large map and showing me where we were. We were camped around a large city named Ariminum. To the north of the city was a massive forest. If the scale on the map was accurate, this forest was larger than both forests near my home combined. South of the city were other places, such as small towns, a river, and another large city at the mouth of the river. Jurtan explained that much of this area was left intact after the transition on this world, and the legionaries were able to organize with the other people who remained and gained control of an area the size of a small empire.

“The dungeon-spawn,” Jurtan said as we hiked, “are a mix of several dungeons that were not cleared at the very north of the forest and in the mountains up that way. The main bulk of their forces are Lupusians, as the locals call them. They are large wolf-like humanoids who are melee-focused and tend to be berserkers. They are very tribal, and the local legion underestimated them at first because they took them to just be another tribe of barbarians for them to crush.

“The other two groups are more dangerous if not as numerous. The first are large insect creatures at least fifteen feet in height. They have massive arms with blades on them so sharp they can cut a person in two in a second. It takes a team of at least five Runic Knights to kill a single one, and they have proven extremely difficult to defeat.

“The last group is what gives the horde such an advantage. They are called cthuloids. They have psychic powers, illusion magic, and are extremely intelligent. They are the brains behind the horde of dungeon-spawn these days. The wolves would be a pain, but they’re manageable for most people. The insects would likely have stayed in their dungeon and minded their own business. But the cthuloids are just pure evil. They have pulled the other two groups into their war and have no problem sending them to their death to fuel their grab for power in this world.”

I listened as we hiked. It was important information because I had a feeling the same thing was going to happen on Earth. Was the lesson here to find dungeons full of the smartest monsters and make sure to clear them as much as possible? Or maybe if Jurtan taught me how to destroy a dungeon, I could do some pruning when I got back home. I felt a surge of hope. Maybe this was all happening for a reason—fate, as Prince Andrathath would say and then deny—leading me toward finding something to help my world.

After hiking south for an hour, we turned east and kept going in that direction for most of the day before camping for the night. Willow caught a couple of rabbits, and Jurtan began cooking a stew over the fire. I offered to help clean the animals, and Willow thanked me for helping out.

After dinner, Jurtan took me aside and had me spar with him for over an hour without using any weapons or spells. He said it was important to help me keep my concentration going while adjusting to the levels of strength and speed my enhancement was giving me. I held my own pretty well against him, but given that he seemed more focused on spells and healing, I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

After we were done sparring, he advised me to turn in because the plan was to increase our pace the next day and we might start seeing enemy monsters or dungeon-spawn patrols. As I turned to head into my tent, he stopped me.

“You have a very interesting style of combat,” he said, “and it is very revealing for those that know a bit about these things. Just be aware that others may be able to tell who has trained you when they see you fight.”

I nodded at him but was too exhausted to care right now. The absence of my Endurance card and the lack of sleep, plus the constant concentration required to infuse my body with energy, was wearing on my nerves. Before I said anything or did something I would regret, I turned in for the night.

I woke up at dawn without energy infusing my body, but otherwise, I had slept through the night. Was I so exhausted I just didn’t notice the energy leave until now? Or had I started to keep the energy inside me while sleeping for longer?

Jurtan wasn’t kidding about picking up our speed after breakfast. Everyone had an enhanced body, so they could move very quickly when they put their minds to it. I could tell they weren’t going as fast as they normally could, but they pushed me to go quicker than I had ever gone before. It felt a bit like speed-walking, except over uneven terrain for hours at a time. We didn’t have time to talk, and I found myself falling into a walking meditation where the world around me faded and the only thing I could pay attention to was enhancing my body and pushing myself to keep up with the others.

We stopped for lunch and dinner. Jurtan and I sparred again, and then I crashed hard in my tent.

A week passed as we traveled north. We encountered a few enemies, but the others killed them so quickly I didn’t even have a chance to get involved. By the end of the week, I was sleeping better at night and found that I could do most activities without having to actively focus on enhancing myself. It still took mental effort, but I was adjusting slowly.

We had been hiking through the forest this entire time, and in front of us, several smaller mountains had appeared. We hiked to the base of one of the mountains and then spent several days recuperating. During that time, the others busied themselves with meditation or sparring with each other. Jurtan and I sparred together from time to time, but he mostly told me to rest and recover before we started the dungeon.

After several days of recovery, I felt ready for a challenge, and the others seemed to feel it, too. Jurtan had us pack up our things and then led us up to a cave entrance set on a shelf of the mountain above us. We had to climb a bit of the mountain to get there, but thankfully it wasn’t a sheer cliff and I was able to make it up without any assistance. My enhanced strength paid dividends; I could pull myself up fairly easily, even when I only had a grip with a couple of fingers. Increased strength without increased weight was something I had learned about in the past, but it was benefiting me now.

We entered the cliff, and Jurtan summoned some golden orbs of light to show us the way. He led us in deeper, and I felt the floor of the cave sloping downward as we walked.

“The dungeon,” he told us when we stopped for a break about an hour after entering the cave, “is underground. We have reason to believe it may be the cthuloids’ main dungeon, although it is more likely to just be an offshoot dungeon or one they have taken over. Either way, it will be good to clear it from this area and reduce their strength. Be careful of their illusions and mind tricks.”

He turned to me. “Jake, by infusing your body with energy, you are also infusing your mind, so you should be resistant to most charms and mind control. This will be a learning experience for you, though, so pay attention to the smallest details. You will feel when something tries to influence your mind. Focus your energy when you do and push the foreign influence out, just like you would parry a sword. Understand?”

I nodded at him as he spoke. I wasn’t looking forward to having monsters trying to invade my mind, but I would do my best.

Hours later, Jurtan indicated we should stop and signaled ahead of us while holding up one finger. Willow nodded and began to move forward before fading away into perfect invisibility.

I wanted to whisper about how cool that looked, but I held it in.

She returned several minutes later, fading back into sight and standing in front of us. She gestured behind her, and everyone else stood and began to follow her forward. I caught up with them and got my first look at what I assumed was a cthuloid.

The monster was humanoid, with thick, pronounced features similar to a Neanderthal. Stretching up from behind the monster were thick tentacles that spread from its back, moving rythmically behind the creature like a cloak flapping in the breeze. It wore robes of some kind and had no visible weapons near its body. It was pretty gross to look at and reminded me of the giant octopus I had fought in the forest back home.

Everyone else ignored the body, but I bent down and checked if I could loot it. As I bent over it, the corpse released a card, just like when I looted a monster’s body. I grabbed the card before turning and catching up with the group. I checked it out as we continued down the dark tunnel.

Suggestion

Level 1

Common Power

The mind is a delicate instrument. Pluck the strings lightly and hear the instrument play to your tune.

The caster may subtly influence the mind of another once per hour.

That seemed pretty immoral, but I didn’t really have a lot of options right now, so I equipped it in my active deck. I reviewed my current deck as we continued to trek through the tunnels.

Time Sense, Level 5

Mend, Level 5

Energy Efficiency

Decadence

Dimensional Step

Suggestion

We continued down the tunnel for another hour, stopping occasionally so Willow could scout ahead. When Jurtan signaled for us to stop, he pointed ahead and held up five fingers. He gestured to Oakenbranch, who readied his wooden sword and shield. Willow went invisible, and Jurtan and Nehala stood behind Oakenbranch. Jurtan gestured for me to join them.

Oakenbranch began to advance down the tunnel, and the rest of us followed behind him. We advanced down the tunnel for several minutes like that, making me wonder how Jurtan could tell enemies were ahead. Then our lights finally indicated something in front of us. I heard a creature yelling out in anger, and Oakenbranch took off running down the tunnel. Jurtan and Nehala spread out and watched Oakenbranch charge forward.

I still couldn’t see what was ahead since I was at the back of the group, so I moved forward to get a better view. Once I could see what was happening, I watched as Oakenbranch ran full tilt into a large, brutish creature about the same size as him. Oakenbranch’s momentum was more than the creature could handle, and when they collided, the creature was flung backward.

Meanwhile, Nehala and Jurtan opened up on the remaining four cthuloids standing behind the large creature. Nehala caused a large explosion of fire to explode around one of them, while Jurtan began shooting spikes dripping with a bright green liquid. Unable to contribute from back here, I shrugged off my backpack and then ran forward with my spear held in front of me.

As I charged forward, Oakenbranch slashed into the cthuloids with his wooden sword, and Willow appeared behind one of them, neatly slicing through its neck with a dagger that seemed to glow with dark energy.

Another creature exploded as it was pierced by Jurtan’s thorn and Nehala’s fire at the same time. The large creature was trying to get back on its feet, but Oakenbranch was stepping on it with his large frame, holding it down while attacking the cthuloids.

I got in range to activate my new card Dimensional Step and teleported behind one of the cthuloids that was focusing on Oakenbranch. As I appeared behind the creature, I felt no sense of discomfort like if I had stepped through a normal portal. Instead, it felt completely natural for me to be in the new location, so I thrust my spear into the back of the cthuloid with all my enhanced strength. My spear penetrated its chest, but I couldn’t push it in deeper or swipe up to cause more damage. The cthuloid tried to turn and face me, but I held the spear firm, and it was unable to turn its body. I shook the creature up and down, trying to dislodge it, but my spear was stuck deep inside of it.

While I was busy shaking the damned creature around like an unruly puppy, the rest of the group finished off the remaining enemies. They gathered around and watched me struggling with the cthuloid on the end of my spear.

“C’mon,” I said, finally giving up on dislodging the creature. “This isn’t nearly as funny as it looks.”

Jurtan and Willow laughed, and even Nehala gave a smirk at my predicament. Oakenbranch just used his wooden sword to decapitate the creature and then yanked it off my spear.

“I’ve only ever practiced with the spear,” I admitted, staring at the gross blood staining the blade, “and that thing was significantly stickier than I expected.”

Jurtan laughed again and clapped me on the back as I bent down to wipe the spear’s blade clean on some of the cthuloid’s clothing.

“Next time,” he said to me, “try enhancing your weapon as well as your body. You may find it to be more effective.”

“Oh,” I said. “Right. Sorry, bit rusty at all this. I’ll get back into the swing of it.”

He clapped me on the back again, and the party gathered together to look at what this group had been guarding. I realized it was another tunnel, but this one glowed with a dark and malevolent energy. The dungeon entrance.

“Wait,” I said as the group started to walk toward the entrance. “Is nobody going to loot these?”

They all shook their heads or ignored me.

“Well,” I said, “I’m not above getting more cards the easy way if nobody minds me picking up after them.”

“You go ahead, Jake,” Jurtan told me. “The rest of us prefer not to have cthuloids’ cards on us because they are uniquely distasteful, but that doesn’t mean you should ignore them if you need them right now.” He stepped toward me. “One thing I would ask, though, is that you don’t sell them or give them to anyone else. They are too easily abused, and our order has had to step in and punish some people who were abusing them. You understand?”

“Ah,” I said, realizing why they hadn’t looted them now. “Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. I didn’t realize.”

“Of course. No reason you should have known,” Jurtan said. “And we trust you to use them only as much as you need, but please do not trade them. Save them and use them on an upgrade for your better cards if you must—or use them only in emergencies, yes?”

“Sure,” I said. “I hear you.”

I hesitated to loot the bodies now that I knew why the group hadn’t looted them, but at the end of the day, I had a number of open card slots and was about to run a very high-level dungeon, so I couldn’t afford to be too picky.

As I looted the bodies, I examined the four cthuloid cards and one monster card from the large creature Jurtan told me was an ogre. The ogre gave me a card of Giant’s Strength, which was basically a monster version of my Strength card, so it wasn’t useful for me. The four cthuloid cards were very different. The first was a Mind Spike card that did a mental attack on a single target every ten seconds and caused permanent memory loss if it was continuously used on a target. Very distasteful indeed.

The next card was a Control Monster card that let me take control of a monster for ten minutes per day. I imagined this was what they were using on the ogre, although it must have been upgraded enough to make it permanent, unless they had to fight the ogre every day to keep it subdued until the cooldown came back up.

The third card was a Mental Shield card that gave resistance to mental attacks. The final card was a Mental Slam card that did an area attack once every minute. The attack stunned enemies within ten feet of me and did a small amount of mental damage.

I could understand why the group didn’t want to loot these things, but after seeing the cards, I couldn’t help but think that was a bit of a mistake. They probably didn’t need a Mental Shield card, but it would be undoubtedly helpful for people back at the deployment camp if they had to fight these things back there. Why wouldn’t they want me to trade even this kind of card?

As I thought about this and debated what cards to add to my deck, I recalled what the quartermaster had told me. Most people in the order didn’t just seek to gain a few diverse cards—they were also trying to evolve their cards to gain control of the entire range of abilities a card type could offer, like upgrading fire cards to gain control over fire itself. If someone gained enough mental cards from cthuloids, they could gain much more diverse control over people’s minds. Even a card like Mental Shield might help them evolve their card to that level.

Well, that was for another time. For now, I needed a full deck to tackle this dungeon. I had four open slots to fill. I decided to rotate out my Decadence, which was pretty useful, even out of combat, leaving me with five slots. I then added in Mental Shield, Mental Slam, Control Monster, and Mind Spike. I wasn’t sure if I would use any of them, but they gave me more diversity than Decadence.

After finishing that up, I looked up and saw that everyone was waiting for me to finish.

“Sorry,” I said, “just filling up my deck.”

Jurtan smiled at me, but I could tell he was a bit concerned that I had rotated in so many cthuloid cards.

“Ready now?” he asked.

“Yup,” I said. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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When we materialized inside the dungeon, we were standing on a large stone shelf overlooking a massive city built inside a large cavern. The ceiling was hundreds of feet high and had a dark, pulsating crystal that cast everything in an ominous light. I could see stone buildings laid out below us in a grid, with a large, central road running through the city. At one end of the road was the shelf we stood on. At the other end was a massive pyramid with a platform on top, where a dark, glowing altar seemed to pulsate as I stared at it.

As I stared at the city in shock, the others of my party were not nearly as awed by the sight and had already killed several cthuloids that had been standing by the portal. Oops, my bad. Eye on the prize here, Jake. No getting distracted. I needed to prove I could be helpful to these people so I could keep learning from them.

The group disposed of the bodies and then began to walk down the winding stairs that led to the start of the road that ran through the city. Nehala raised an eyebrow as she saw me standing still, and I scooted over and began to follow her down the stairs.

At the bottom of the stairs, several more cthuloids and another ogre were forming up to fight us. I could also hear a bell begin to ring out from the city. That seemed very unusual for a dungeon. The inhabitants were definitely acting like normal people rather than waiting for us to attack each group one at a time. I had seen some traces of that in the Undead Dungeon when the boss stared at me as I waited to enter its room—did a higher-level dungeon make it more and more realistic as well? Or were these creatures no longer bound by the restrictions of the dungeon in that way because they had already spilled out of it?

Before I could think about this any further, Oakenbranch charged forward and engaged with the ogre. Willow appeared out of invisibility again, and Nehala had already blasted one of the cthuloids to bits with her spells. I decided using my spear wasn’t super effective, given how big Oakenbranch was and how little I could really do with it, so I let it fall to the ground, unstrapped my bow, and moved my quiver from my backpack to my belt. By the time I got all that situated, of course, the group had already killed all the enemies in front of us. Sigh.

Jurtan urged us all forward, and I grabbed my spear and followed at a jog into the city.

“We have to keep moving before they organize, or we will be overwhelmed,” Jurtan yelled as we ran.

Oakenbranch didn’t hesitate as he used his momentum to crash into several more cthuloids that had appeared from a building in front of us. I drew an arrow and focused on channeling my energy from my core into the bow and arrow, then fired it at one of the cthuloids standing in a doorway across from where Oakenbranch was fighting.

My arrow, glowing with a thick purple energy, flew out of my bow so fast it made a loud pop, as if it had broken the sound barrier. I watched as the cthuloid I had targeted was thrown back into the house it had been coming out of. I was a bit disappointed its head hadn’t exploded, but I supposed this really was a high-level dungeon where I couldn’t count on overpowering enemies like I had back home.

I fired off several more arrows as more cthuloids charged us. They were all blown back from my shots, and I didn’t see them get up again. As I was looking for a new target and slowly moving forward behind Oakenbranch while he advanced down the street, I felt an energy begin to invade my mind. It was trying to infuse my brain with thoughts, telling me to shoot my companions instead of the cthuloids. For a second, I began to think of the cthuloids as my friends and allies and saw my group as invaders attacking innocent people.

But before I could turn on them, I recognized what was happening and pushed the energy out of my mind with a violent shrug. I turned, feeling where the energy had retreated to, and saw another cthuloid on a roof nearby, staring at me in surprise. I nocked an arrow, infused it with energy, and skewered the cthuloid through its thick, gross skull.

Turning, I saw Jurtan watching me closely. After he saw me shoot the cthuloid, he gave me a smile and a thumbs-up. Yes, yes, I didn’t get mind-controlled and attack you all. Go me.

We continued down the street until a group of cthuloids on beasts came charging around one of the corners. The monster was humanoid, with thick, pronounced features similar to a Neanderthal. Stretching up from behind the monster were thick tentacles that spread from its back , moving rythmically behind the creature like a cloak flapping in the breeze. There were at least ten of the riders.

“Willow,” Jurtan yelled.

“On it!” she said from somewhere ahead. Suddenly, the ground in front of the beasts was covered in sharp metal that glittered and shone with an angry silver light. The beasts couldn’t stop in time to avoid running over them, and when they ran through the field of metal, they began to keen and wail as the silver light of the metal began to eat away at their feet. The beasts went into a panic and began attacking each other and throwing their riders off their backs. Whenever a rider fell to the ground, the beasts’ tentacles, claws, and teeth began to tear them apart.

In a matter of seconds, all ten of the riders were dead or dying, and the beasts were quickly killing each other off. We didn’t wait for the beasts to finish, instead turning and continuing toward the pyramid at the end of the road.

“The altar at the top is the dungeon core,” Jurtan said to me as he jogged down the street. “I expect the fiercest resistance to be there.”

I nodded at him and held my arrows since I didn’t want to waste them too early if we were going to be fighting more difficult creatures later. I only used a couple to snipe creatures that nobody else seemed to be able to kill quickly.

At the base of the pyramid, we encountered a wall of ogres guarding the entrance. They all wore some type of armor, unlike the other ogres we had fought earlier, and each one carried a large club.

“The good news,” Jurtan said as we stopped in front of the ogres, “is that they clearly were not expecting an attack this deep in their territory, so this is a very light response. The bad news is these are tough bastards and this may get dicey. Aim for their eyes.”

As he spoke, he summoned a thorn and sent it flying at the face of one of the ogres. I charged an arrow and shot it at another. Oakenbranch activated some kind of ability that created several large, glowing shields that began to rotate around his body. Nehala began charging a spell that I could feel even without trying to sense what she was doing.

My arrow flew true and sunk into the eye of one of the ogres, spinning it slightly around and causing it to scream in pain and cover its eye. Jurtan’s thorn pierced another ogre, but it had a less noticeable effect.

Before Oakenbranch could connect on his charge into the beasts, Nehala’s spell went off, and a chain of explosions ran down the line of ogres. Explosion after explosion went off in rapid fire, throwing the line of ogres into disarray. Oakenbranch came crashing in just as they were thrown into confusion, his large shield knocking one ogre down and his sword striking deeply into another.

I couldn’t see where Willow had ended up, but I kept enhancing my arrows and firing them at any vulnerable place I could see on the ogres. Despite our initial assault, the ogres rallied and began to surround and pummel Oakenbranch. Several more headed toward Jurtan, Nehala, and me. Jurtan began to heal Oakenbranch, and I put my bow down and grabbed my spear before using a Dimensional Step to appear in the middle of the four ogres that were charging us. I then released a Mental Slam to stun them all.

The card went off, and all four of the ogres were stunned by the spell. They grabbed their heads in pain and slowed to a stop as my spell hit home. They must be particularly susceptible to mental attacks—which was probably why the cthuloids used them as muscle.

Before the stun could wear off, I charged my spear with energy and sliced deeply into the Achilles’ heel of the closest ogre. Meanwhile, Nehala had cast several fire spells on the one closest to her, and I watched as it fell backward, stunned or killed from the attacks.

Jurtan continued to heal Oakenbranch, who was taking serious damage from the remaining ogres. He had used several more defensive abilities, growing in size as his bark became noticeably thicker, but he wasn’t able to do much other than defend himself.

I finally spotted Willow fighting near Oakenbranch as she jumped from a falling ogre’s back and onto another nearby ogre.

Leaving the ogre I had crippled, I ran over to another ogre and invoked a Mind Spike on the creature, assuming it would be particularly effective if ogres did have a weakness to mind cards. Then I sliced deeply into the ogre’s heel as well. It collapsed backward, unable to even cry out as the Mind Spike knocked it unconscious or killed it.

The other ogre had turned and was swinging his huge club down at me. With my enhanced speed, I was able to dodge out of the way but couldn’t get close enough to strike back. The ogre kept swiping the club back and forth in my direction, and I knew that even a single hit from that club could do serious damage.

The other ogre I had only crippled was standing and hobbling toward me as well, not out of the fight yet. I felt my Dimensional Step card come off cooldown and quickly rolled between the two ogres. They both swung their clubs at me when I was within range, but I activated Dimensional Step and teleported back to where I had dropped my bow.

I quickly switched weapons and began launching charged arrows at the two ogres. Nehala hadn’t been passive, either, and I watched as her spells began to explode on the ogres. My arrows penetrated deeply into the ogres’ faces, and the combined damage from my charged arrows and Nehala’s spells brought them down before they could get any closer.

“Help Oakenbranch!” Jurtan yelled, seeing that the nearer ogres had finally been killed. I felt Nehala begin to summon more energy for a larger spell, and Jurtan activated a big spell on top of Oakenbranch, but he still looked pretty hurt. Large chunks of his body were smashed and leaking a green sap that spilled down his side and legs.

Willow had managed to kill several more of the ogres around him, but more were still beating on his shield, and he was only able to parry or block a few of the strikes at a time.

I invoked another Mind Spike on one of the ogres left standing. It clutched at its head and began to sway back and forth, allowing Oakenbranch to finally get in a solid hit; he skewered the creature through its chest with its wooden sword.

Oakenbranch took a solid hit in the side, though, and began to fall back. I launched several arrows at the remaining ogres and then tried invoking a Control Monster on the ogre that looked the healthiest. As I felt the card connect with the ogre’s mind, I could tell something else was already controlling the creature. Something began to push back against my attempt to take control of the ogre’s mind. I tried to force my way through to the ogre’s mind, but the creature that was already controlling the beast was much more powerful in the mental arena than I was, and it easily expelled me from the creature’s mind.

I collapsed backward as the failure of the spell card rang through my mind with a sharp pain. When my mind finally cleared enough for me to look up, I saw that even though my card hadn’t worked to control the ogre’s mind, I had distracted the creature controlling the beast enough that the ogre had frozen in place and the others had managed to kill it.

They managed to finish off the remaining ogres as I tried to recover from the rebounded card. I stood and made my way over to them carefully as they finished putting down the last of them. Willow immediately ran over to Oakenbranch and began to infuse him with a green energy that visibly healed the wounds on his body. Jurtan also continued to cast golden healing spells on him.

When he was finally looking healthy again, everyone moved into the pyramid for better protection and then sat down quickly. Jurtan passed around a waterskin for everyone to have a drink.

“Phew,” he said. “That was a bit closer than I thought it would be. Good job, everyone. Well done all around.”

I felt good about what I had contributed to the group. I hadn’t been the most powerful, but I had helped in a variety of ways that I felt made a big difference overall.

“Smart moves back there,” Nehala said, giving me the first genuine smile I had seen from her. “Woulda got real sticky if those ogres got amongst us squishies.”

I smiled back at her shyly.

Willow was busy fussing over Oakenbranch, who sat placidly as he recovered.

“Indeed,” Jurtan said. “Very well done, Jake. That would have been significantly harder without you. And here we all thought we’d be carrying you through your first few dungeons!”

My face flushed a bit at the praise, and I tried not to reveal how much it warmed me to hear a compliment from such an experienced group. It was nice to feel like I had done a good job, though, and it was a good measure of how far I had come since leaving Earth. Back there, this dungeon would have likely killed me and all my friends. None of us could have resisted the mind control attacks, let alone deal with so many ogres at once. The path that Prince Andrathath had set me upon was showing its merit every day in this new world.

After everyone was feeling a little better, Oakenbranch led the way into the pyramid. Surprisingly, we encountered no other resistance. The pyramid showed signs of panicked evacuation, but no other cthuloids or ogres attacked us.

“They flee,” Jurtan told me, “because they know they can’t stop us now. This isn’t a normal dungeon, but clearly an outpost of the cthuloids. So we won’t find bosses or anything of the sort and the creatures have a healthy sense of self-preservation, unlike normal dungeon monsters. They flee for the dungeon exit to get as far away from us as they can.”

We made our way to the top of the pyramid and came out a series of golden doors that led to the platform with the altar. There, sitting in front of the altar, was a large chest. Yes, loot time!

I moved to inspect the chest, but Jurtan stopped me.

“No looting the chest,” he said. “If you do, then we won’t be able to extract the core. Whenever you take the loot of the dungeon, you complete the purpose of the dungeon, and it gains a measure of power over you. Makes it much harder to destroy.”

I stepped back.

“Now,” he said, “close your eyes and watch this with only your senses. You should be able to follow what I do here. This is the most important thing for you to learn.”

I nodded at him and closed my eyes. I reached out with my senses, much like I did to sense the energy of others around me. I felt his energy. His body was brimming with golden and green energy.

As I watched, that energy reached out of his body and began to tear a hole in the world itself. The energy that was released pried open reality itself, and I felt a raw, angry rift form in front of us.

Jurtan then grasped the edges of the rift with his energy and forced it open wider and wider. As he did, I sensed a new energy beginning to emerge behind the rift. Jurtan reached into the rift with more of his energy and began to pull the energy out by force. I could tell there was great resistance, but Jurtan was methodical and refused to give an inch. He slowly pulled and pulled until the energy finally came free, shooting out of the rift with a burst of violent energy.

If my eyes had been open, I would have closed them tightly at the burst of energy. As it was, I couldn’t shield myself and felt scorched by the violent energy. My mind felt like I had spent hours in a tropical sun without any sunscreen, and I had to step back quickly to recover.

I opened my eyes and saw Jurtan holding a large, pulsating egg. It swirled with the same dark energy as the entrance to the dungeon.

He turned to me, and he was covered in sweat.

“Never easy,” he told me, “so don’t try that until you are truly ready for the fight.”

The others gathered around and observed the egg as he held it away from his body.

“What type do you think it is?” Willow asked, staring at the egg.

“Let’s see.” Jurtan thrust the egg in my direction.

“I just take it?” I said, staring at it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to touch it.

“Yep,” Jurtan said. “Hold it and you will sense what type of knowledge it possesses. If it has more than one, you can pick the type you want to absorb. Choose wisely, because the knowledge you learn will be with you forever. And you can only absorb so much knowledge at once, so after this, it will be a while before you can absorb another core.”

I reluctantly took the egg and closed my eyes to better sense what I was holding. My senses penetrated the dungeon core easily, and I could feel two types of energy swirling inside it. One was a white and reflective energy that twisted and turned every time I tried to focus on it. The second was pure darkness. It felt malevolent and dangerous.

“I think . . .” I said hesitantly. “I think one is . . . illusion? And the other is definitely darkness.”

“That sounds about right,” Jurtan said.

I felt the core drawing me deeper and deeper inside it. Both energies began trying to invade my mind, but I could feel that my mind couldn’t handle that much knowledge at once. I had to make up my mind quickly on what I wanted to learn.

Darkness seemed malevolent and potentially powerful but much more suited for someone who focused on stealth or assassination. I had no problems with fighting like that when needed, but I didn’t really consider myself the brooding assassin, darkness incarnate kind of person.

Illusion, meanwhile, gave me a lot of options. I could already think of several ways that creative control of illusions could give me an edge in combat and in all kinds of other aspects of this new world. If I wanted to be stealthy, couldn’t I use illusions to make myself invisible? Why would I need darkness, then? I could be invisible in the middle of the day. I was sure darkness had all kinds of other functions, but I just didn’t see myself utilizing it as thoroughly as I could illusions.

My decision made, I focused again on the orb and pushed away the darkness to make room for the white and reflective energy to enter me. As I let it inside, the knowledge from the dungeon began to press into my mind. I felt what it was like to be the dungeon core, to be connected to thousands of its kind in the dimensional cosmos, all of them sharing knowledge about how to utilize illusion magic to defend themselves and craft challenging dungeons to fulfill the purpose for which they were created.

My mind began to burn as the knowledge entered me, more knowledge than my mind could possibly encompass. Thousands of years of knowledge about illusions. Light. Sound. Touch. The minds of beasts and people and knowledge about how to effectively trick them into believing anything. Knowledge of how a thousand, a million, things looked, sounded, sat, walked, ate, talked, laughed, loved. All the knowledge necessary to replicate a thousand beings and make convincing illusions to mimic their forms.

As the knowledge entered me, I knew I would only retain a small part of everything I was experiencing. The energy and knowledge poured into me more and more until suddenly the core in my hands dissolved completely. The very last of the energy disappeared into my mind, and I felt myself sink down into oblivion as my mind tried to make sense of what I had just experienced.
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When I woke up, Willow was cradling my head, and I could sense her green healing energy providing me comfort. I had a splitting headache, and my vision was blurry from the pain. My head felt like it was stuffed to the point of exploding. When I tried to open my eyes, the effort sent waves of pain cascading through my mind.

“Jake,” I heard Willow say quietly next to me, “we are going to spend a week in the caves to help you recover. You need to begin processing everything you have learned or your body may reject the foreign knowledge and energy.”

I nodded very slightly at her words. The knowledge I had taken from the core was spinning around in my brain. Flashes of everything I had absorbed would burst into my memory like painful bubbles.

“The best way to process a dungeon core,” Willow continued, “is to start small. Focus on the building blocks of your new domain. Think of ways to utilize the knowledge, and then the memories you have absorbed will show you how to make it happen.”

She gently placed my head down, and I felt her withdraw her healing energy. As she did, I realized that I had let my own energy enhancement lapse when I fell unconscious, and I began to gently draw energy back into me to ease my pain and speed my recovery.

“Good,” she said. “You are recovering well so far. Keep your energy up just like you are doing.”

I let the energy fill me slowly and concentrated on letting the energy strengthen and heal my body. It didn’t make me feel any less mentally full, but it helped my body a bit so I could concentrate more on the foreign energy and knowledge swirling around inside my brain.

So what kind of illusions did I want? The first thing that had come to mind when I chose to take the illusion knowledge over the darkness knowledge was invisibility, but that seemed like a complicated area to start off trying to master. What was something easier to begin with?

I decided to go with the basic building blocks of illusions, as I had seen in the vision the core had given me. First, illusion was manipulation of light. Color was nothing but the light reflecting off different surfaces. All vision was merely the reflection of light in our eyes. Light was the beginning of all illusion magic, I knew. The concept I had just grasped solidified inside of me.

As I considered the concept of light, the knowledge from the core rose to the surface of my mind. Shadow, color, vision, darkness as the absence of light, the way light could create any image because everything a person saw was merely light anyway. All these concepts coalesced around me, and I learned how to utilize light and solidify it in my mind.

Next, sound. Illusion could create sound. Sound was merely waves being bounced between objects. If a pair of hands could create a clap that spawned sound waves from nothing, magic could do the same and so much more. The concept of sound solidified inside me. Thousands of years of dungeons laying traps, misdirecting adventurers with false sounds, masking the sound of an approaching enemy. All of those memories stabilized inside of me.

Next, touch—the harder concept, but one I knew was possible. The knowledge in the core showed me that illusion could create the sensation of touch. Touch was nothing but nerve endings running to the brain and telling the brain how to interpret sensations. Touch was as much of an illusion as everything else in this world. The reality was that we were each isolated minds living in an empty void. Only by the reflection of light in our eyes did we see the world around us. Only by sound bouncing around until it entered our eardrums did we hear the world around us. And only by nerve endings telling our brains what to feel did we touch the world around us. The dungeon core knew that all of reality was a mere illusion, and it knew that to master illusions was to master reality itself.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed as I lost myself in the existential horror of the illusion domain. Seeing the world in such a stark and brutal way was both frightening and illuminating. And yet I pushed back a bit at the lonely concept of each of us living in a void of illusion. There was nothing wrong with the concept of illusions—they were beautiful. Touching a loved one, even if touch was merely our brain’s response to nerve endings, was still a powerful thing to experience. Maybe more powerful because it was merely nerve endings. Yet touch could have such a profound impact upon us. Light and sound—they weren’t just mere waves entering our bodies; they were responsible for beauty in the world: music, poetry, the sound of a loved one saying hello. They created the world around us from nothing, but it was astounding how powerful that made such illusions.

The initial bleakness of illusion magic faded slightly, and I embraced the beauty of it as well. From the memories I had absorbed from the core, I felt that a dungeon could never really understand beauty. For thousands of years, a dungeon used the tools of reality to fulfill its purpose—but it never had the ability to appreciate the beauty and majesty of such tools. As a human, I was able to see both, and it was breathtaking.

I felt some of the knowledge and energy from the core settle into me more deeply as I worked through these concepts in my brain. By the time I finished wrestling with my understanding of illusion magic and its place in the world, I was feeling better. I was less overwhelmed by the foreign memories and felt less like I could burst at any moment.

“Better so far?” she asked me. “I can sense something changing.”

I nodded and smiled at her. “Yes, thank you,” I replied quietly. “I think I am starting to understand a little bit of what I was meant to learn.”

She gave me a gentle smile. “Good. Now, if you have finished wrestling with the more metaphysical concepts, try turning your mind to the practical aspects of what you have learned.”

I thought about the practical side of illusion magic. “I was hoping . . .” I started to say before pausing, my mind still feeling foggy. “I mean, can I see you turn invisible like you did during the dungeon? I think it may help me with an understanding of the more practical side of illusions.”

“Sure,” she said, sitting down next to me, “but just so you know, I use a card for that, so it may not be as efficient or as powerful as you want. Don’t be afraid to push for better if you feel you can. You have learned what we call a domain now. Domains are only limited by your imagination and your access to energy. Don’t let yourself get trapped in thinking too small.”

She then faded into invisibility right in front of me.

I closed my eyes and lay back down, concentrating on finding her with my other senses. Since she was so close and actively using a card, I could feel her pretty quickly, which seemed like a weakness for invisibility.

I imagined cloaking my energy just like someone would cloak their body. If illusion could manipulate sound, sight, and touch, it could surely manipulate energy as well since energy was how it changed everything else. I pictured a lack of energy appearing around my core as I hid my own energy from anyone that tried to sense it—a blank area much like a patch of dirt.

The knowledge inside of me struggled to find links between illusion and what I was asking it to create. I pushed through and used the mental strength I had been practicing for many months now to make the energy do what I wanted it to do. Slowly, ever so slowly, the knowledge followed my directions. A blanket of illusion settled over my core, masking my energy with a veil of blandness. Not total absence, since that could also be detected, but instead bland, normal nothingness. A patch of dirt in the middle of nowhere. A grain of sand in a desert, one among billions. Nothing worth paying attention to, the absence of anything interesting.

I again reached out to feel where Willow was, and this time I focused on how she maintained her invisibility. I could feel a very slight amount of energy all around her. I focused on that energy, and the knowledge in my head connected easily with it. I found thousands of fragments of memories where a dungeon had used invisibility to defend itself. It seemed like one of the most common ways to use illusion magic.

But illusion was more than just light, as I now knew.

“Willow,” I said to her, “can you make a small, repetitive sound for me for a minute?”

She began to clap her hands very softly in a rhythmic pattern. I focused on the sounds coming from inside her invisibility. Then I took a deep breath through my nose and tried to smell her as well. I could smell something very faint coming from her direction, but I wasn’t sure it was her.

“Sorry if this is an uncomfortable request,” I said as she continued to clap near me, “but can you get closer so I can smell you?”

She laughed a bit, and then I heard her scoot closer to me. Suddenly, I could smell her hair and faint body odor. She smelled like lilacs and a fresh summer stream, which was very strange because I was pretty sure I had no idea what lilacs smelled like. And had I ever even been close enough to a stream in summer that I could smell it? And yet she definitely smelled just like those two concepts. Must be some strange tree woman magic.

Pushing that confusing thought aside, I began to study the energy that weaved around her and gave her invisibility. I wove it around myself, but instead of stopping at just light, I also included the concept of sound and smell. I felt the knowledge from the core coalescing around my idea, and I had flashes of monsters that could hide their scent, and memories of illusions used to mask a stealthy attacker filled my mind.

“Thank you,” I said to her. She didn’t stop clapping, and I realized she hadn’t heard me because I was wrapped in a weave that was blocking sound. Awesome!

I released the weave and then let her know she could stop.

“Great,” she said, patting me on the shoulder. “Really good job on that one. That is a strong improvement over the card.”

“Thank you for the help,” I said. “I don’t think I’d have been able to figure all that out without your example.” I sat back up and reached over to where my cloak was folded next to my bed. “Now for something even more fun.”

She gave me a fierce grin and left me to it.

I gathered my cloak in my lap and began to feel the energy of the magical item. The cloak could produce three identical copies of me that mimicked my actions completely. I had a few ideas of how to adapt that to my new knowledge.

First, I copied the energy I felt from the cloak. Then I made a perfect copy of myself sitting on the ground next to me. I moved my head and watched as the copy moved in the exact same way.

I didn’t just want to have identical illusional clones, though; I needed something with more versatility. I focused on a concept Jurtan had taught me: holding in energy until it became a permanent subconscious action, much like breathing. Instead of holding in enhancement magic, I focused on imbuing my clone with rudimentary decision-making skills. I took the idea from the corrupted elven dungeon I had run so long ago. There, the archer mini boss had created a number of illusions of himself that acted independently. He had also made his illusions do actual damage, but I wasn’t ready to try tackling that concept yet.

Instead, I pushed my energy into my clone and imagined it much like a complex computer system. If I gave it a task, it should be able to make basic choices to accomplish the goal I set for it. If I told it to attack a target, then it should be able to move independently of me and act in various ways to achieve its goals.

I felt the knowledge from the dungeon core respond to the concept and connect what I had learned with a number of bosses and monsters that had used such abilities. A wave of dizziness overcame me as the concept crystallized in my mind, and I knew I had pushed as far as I could for now.

I lay back down, but before trying to sleep, I cloaked my energy from observation. I focused on making the cloak I had formed into something instinctive, like I had done with the energy that enhanced my body. I wanted to cloak my energy at all times, like I had been able to achieve with my physical enhancements. I knew it was possible to create passive abilities, since the cards did it routinely and because Jurtan told me it was possible with my physical enhancements. I just needed to expand my passive enhancements to include a cloak over my energy so nobody could detect my core.

I felt the cloak settle into my core, much like the energy for my enhancements had. Now I just needed to keep working to keep it up so it became second nature and I never had to think about it again.

As promised, we spent a week camping out and recovering from the dungeon. I spent almost the entire time learning to adjust to my new knowledge. Willow hunted for us, and we eventually moved to the mouth of the cave so we could have a fire and some fresh air.

I spent the week maintaining the cloak on my energy and my enhancements at all times. I still lost it occasionally when I slept, but during the day, it was becoming easier and easier to focus on other things while maintaining my enhancements in the background. I didn’t want to crystallize too much of the knowledge I had gained into specific spells or abilities because I was worried I would lose my flexibility by conceptualizing everything down to the minute detail. Instead, I spent the week practicing the building blocks I had formed and then morphing them slightly to keep them flexible and responsive.

I did practice making an identical copy of myself over and over. I ordered it to do new and different tasks and watched as it carried them out with varying degrees of success. At the start of the week, my clone would often fail at the tasks I assigned it, but by the end, it was more or less accomplishing the goal I set for it without needing active direction from me. Nobody would ever say it did the tasks with grace or efficiency, but it was doing them without me telling it what to do, so I took it as great progress. The memories from the dungeon helped, and I felt them integrating into my own mind, helping me understand the way in which I could utilize illusions more and more as the week went on.

I also tried making a copy of Willow one day. I asked permission first, and she said she was fine with me practicing on her. I made a copy of her when she left the cave to go hunting and then had the copy turn around and try talking to the others as if she had never left. At first, they could tell right away it wasn’t her; getting her voice, the way she stood and held herself, and the way her face moved as she spoke and looked around was exceptionally difficult. But thousands of years of a dungeon’s memories helped, and I slowly got better. I could definitely see why people had utilized dungeon cores to learn all of these things. Without the extensive knowledge from the core, it would have taken me a lifetime to understand how to create a simple illusion from pure energy.

Even though my head still felt uncomfortably full, I actually enjoyed learning the nuances of illusions. It was pretty surreal to see an illusion of my own creation talk and think independently, even if only in a rudimentary way so far. I even tried having a conversation with myself, but it was too much like living in a horror movie where the image in your mirror came to life and tried to kill you. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining my clone turning to me and saying, “I will replace you, Jake.” I had to stop after giving myself the willies with that nasty image.

I practiced going invisible as well and had great success with that. I took to exploring the cave system under the mountain with invisibility active. Even when I tripped or scuffed my boots on the ground, no sound escaped from me. I didn’t find any monsters or cthuloids to ambush, but I felt confident that if I had come across something, I could have snuck up on it.

I hadn’t gained any real combat abilities from all of this new knowledge, but I had gained quite a lot in terms of flexibility and survivability. And just the pure fun of the knowledge was exciting. I embraced the more positive concepts of light, sound, and touch that I had come to understand when I first started processing the core. I had never really considered myself much of an optimist or a pessimist before, but faced with the idea that all we were in life was a collection of dark, isolated minds living alone in a void, where all sight, sound, and touch was nothing but empty illusions, I found I was much more persuaded by the beauty and majesty of the world.

I was also working on copying what the elven mini boss had shown me about making an illusion real enough to hurt someone, but I hadn’t quite figured it out yet. I remembered how surprising it had been when the number of independently moving and acting illusions suddenly fired real arrows into Eargobr, turning him into a pincushion. I could feel the knowledge of such power inside me, but solidifying this memory proved elusive. I knew that if I could mimic touch, I could mimic actual physical harm somehow.

I practiced by creating an illusory arrow and then tried fitting it on my bow and shooting it at the wall. I was still at the very early stages and the arrow wouldn’t even solidify enough for me to place it on the string of my bow, but I swore I could feel a slight connection between the arrow and the string when I touched them together. I just needed more practice. Illusion was reality. All reality was an illusion. I repeated that knowledge to myself as I practiced, knowing it would lead me to figuring this out someday. And I knew it was possible because I had seen it work before. That helped me know that I wasn’t pursuing the impossible.

At the end of the week, Jurtan told me to go out and hunt down some monsters nearby as a way of applying my new knowledge in the face of real danger. I grabbed my bow, quiver, and spear and went hunting for monsters.

Around the cave entrance was completely clear of monsters thanks to Willow’s diligence, so I hiked south for about an hour before trying to find something to hunt.

It wasn’t long after that when I found a trail of crushed branches and bushes leading through the forest. I knelt and inspected the tracks. They were made by two large bare humanoid feet and several smaller booted feet following behind. It reminded me of the ogre and cthuloids. Had a group of them escaped this way? Or was this a patrol that routinely checked this area of the forest? I couldn’t tell how long ago the tracks had been made, but I set off down the trail anyway.

The other thing I realized when inspecting the tracks was that my invisibility wasn’t as total as I had thought. I looked behind me and saw I was leaving a slight trail of broken leaves, twigs, and other signs of my passage. I had gotten pretty good at moving quietly and without obstruction thanks to my training with the elves, but it still wasn’t perfect by any means. I had to keep in mind that I still could be followed or someone could find my location if they were able to see my footsteps as I moved.

Putting that aside, I moved quickly and silently down the trail left by the creature and its smaller companions. Since I could maintain my invisibility permanently thanks to the amount and quality of the energy I could draw through my Efficiency rune, I turned invisible as I stalked my prey, just in case something tried to ambush me. Midday passed and I hadn’t caught up to whatever was making the trail, but thankfully, soon after, I found a campfire that still had some warmth to it.

I continued for another couple of hours until I heard a large creature stomping through the forest in front of me. I continued forward, trusting my invisibility to mask my approach.

I saw in front of me a large ogre, just like I had thought. Two cthuloids followed behind the creature. They had the ogre breaking trail in front of them while they lazily strolled behind it, waving their tentacles at each other.

I carefully placed my spear behind a tree, drew an arrow from my quiver, and readied my bow. I began to charge the bow and arrow, but just in case the creatures could sense the energy in the weapon, I also concentrated on cloaking the gathering energy, much like I gathered it to mask my core.

The mental effort of channeling the energy into my physical enhancement and the arrow while maintaining the complexity of my invisibility was too much. I felt myself getting lightheaded and dizzy and had to drop my invisibility in order to properly charge the arrow. One of the two cthuloids immediately whipped its head around, sensing the energy I had gathered.

I released the arrow. Despite my dizziness, it flew straight into the head of the cthuloid that had sensed what I was doing. It wasn’t a difficult shot by any means; I was only twenty or so feet behind them when I released it. The arrow also flew so fast that even with the cthuloid sensing the energy of the arrow, it couldn’t react in time to dodge.

The arrow punctured deep into its head, throwing the creature backward. The other cthuloid turned in a panic at the sight of its companion falling backward. I dropped my bow and grabbed my spear from behind the tree.

I felt a mental attack being aimed toward me. In that moment, I realized there was another thing I hadn’t considered—creatures could still sense my mind even if they couldn’t sense my energy. I had been lucky the cthuloids hadn’t noticed me behind them before I was able to take one down with a surprise attack.

Jurtan was right. There was nothing like real combat to reveal areas that needed improvement.

I charged the cthuloid. I could feel its energy begin to peak as if the attack was about to complete, so I invoked my Dimensional Step to appear behind the creature. Trying to time it perfectly, I also summoned a copy of myself to mimic the position I had been in right before I teleported. I summoned the illusion to mask my teleportation so the creature wouldn’t realize I had teleported behind it.

The cthuloid’s attack had no effect on the illusion I summoned. The cthuloid cocked its head in confusion. I could see enough of my illusion to know I hadn’t gotten everything perfect when I summoned it, but despite that, the creature was confused by the appearance of my illusion and the failure of its attack. Before it could sense that my mind was now behind it instead of in front of it, I poured energy into enhancing my spear and lunged forward. The blade of my spear pierced the creature through its chest, inflicting a devastating wound. I slid the spear out of its chest, and before the creature had any chance to recover, I spun the spear through the air and decapitated it.

As soon as the last cthuloid died, the ogre that had continued clearing the path for the cthuloids went berserk. He began to scream and claw at his face, his rough and dirty fingers leaving bloody gouges on his cheeks and forehead.

I stepped back and made myself invisible again as I watched the poor thing claw himself as if trying to dig something out of his own head. I honestly felt really bad for the creature, watching him suffer so much.

Eventually he calmed down enough to stop hurting himself. He stood still, gasping for breath, his two long arms dangling at his side in exhaustion. I could see he had lost an eye and had little left of his face other than bloody strips of skin. It was painful to look at, and I felt my stomach rebel at the sight of what he had done to himself.

I decided I couldn’t in good conscience kill the poor creature, and I didn’t want to just leave him here when he was so injured. I kept my distance but invoked a Mend on him. As I felt the energy of my card begin to heal the ogre, his breath caught in his throat and he froze in place as if expecting an attack at any moment. When nothing hurt him any further and my energy only healed him, he seemed to relax slightly.

I invoked several more Mends on him from invisibility before I saw his face and eye begin to heal. Afterward, I released my invisibility—while still keeping my distance—and spoke up.

“Hello,” I called to the ogre.

His head darted in my direction, but he didn’t attack when he saw me standing there, doing nothing.

“Hey,” I said, “sorry to scare you. I was just letting you know I was here. I was the one that healed you and killed these two that had been controlling you. You understand?”

I pointed at the corpses of the cthuloids. The ogre followed my finger as I pointed, so he seemed intelligent enough to understand something of what was happening.

“I am going to loot their bodies,” I told him. “I just . . . I don’t know. I’m not sure what I wanted by talking to you, really. I guess I just wanted you to know someone helped you and I hope you can get free from these creatures.”

The ogre continued to stare at me in silence.

“Alright,” I said. “Well, glad you are free. I hope you are okay in the long run. Maybe see an ogre therapist about all the trauma you probably experienced by being mind-controlled by these jerks.”

The ogre clearly didn’t appreciate my joke, but he wasn’t acting aggressively, so I moved forward slowly and looted the two bodies of the cthuloids. I watched the ogre warily, but he didn’t object or attack me.

After grabbing the two cards, I backed away slowly and grabbed my weapons before turning invisible again.

I watched the ogre from invisibility for a while. When I first disappeared, the creature looked around for me in a panic, sniffing and trying to find me, but after nothing happened for a few minutes, he walked over to the corpses of the cthuloids and inspected their bodies. Seeing they were truly dead, the ogre seemed to realize he was free and began to bound off into the forest at a rapid pace. His booming footsteps echoed through the forest, but I figured he could probably handle any monsters that tried attacking him.

I wasn’t sure what I had wanted from that encounter, but I ended up feeling really sad after I watched the ogre run away. The poor big oaf hadn’t asked to be used and controlled by these creatures. He had clearly hated being controlled, judging by his reaction after being released. Part of me really wanted to convince him to come back with me so I could keep him safe, but I had a feeling the others would not be a fan of me bringing an ogre home for dinner. I could just picture the scene as if it was from an old sitcom: “But, Dad, I swear he followed me home!”

I worried the poor ogre would just find himself mind-controlled by another cthuloid eventually, but I couldn’t really do anything to stop that from happening. I just wished the poor guy all the best.

I turned and checked my map to find the way back to our camp. As I walked, I started to practice using my Dimensional Step card and leaving an illusion of myself behind. I found it was easier to juggle the controlled energy of the card with the more free-flowing energy of my new domain than to juggle multiple different free-flowing domain concepts at once. The real challenge was summoning the clone of myself in the exact same position, with the same momentum and path of travel, I was in when I activated the card to teleport.

I kept at it as I made my way home but could tell it wasn’t perfect by any means. Maybe if I made myself invisible first and summoned the clone before I teleported? I tried that, but the mental strain was difficult to handle. I decided to stick with timing the clone to appear right at the moment I teleported. It was good practice either way because it forced me to focus on copying even the smallest detail, like where each of my hands was when I teleported or how my feet were placed, how fast I was moving, what direction my head was facing, and a thousand other small details.

I made it back to the camp as the sun was setting and told Jurtan about what had happened. He seemed to think it was a successful first use of my new domain and praised me for letting the ogre live even if it meant he ended up controlled by another cthuloid later. I appreciated his kind words, but I still felt sad about the situation with the ogre. This new reality was brutal to the innocent, and I couldn’t help but feel the ogre, even though he was capable of hurting a lot of people, was just an innocent mind in a large body that had been abused by the cthuloids.
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After the week of recovery and practice, we set off along the mountains to find another dungeon to clear. We found one more cthuloid dungeon, but when we cleared it, Jurtan said it was a brand-new outpost and the core was too weak to absorb anything from it. The cthuloids inside offered no real resistance when we attacked and had no ogres or other guards to defend them. We destroyed the dungeon core and then made our way back out of the dungeon quickly.

I had collected two more mental cards from the cthuloids and had been debating with myself whether to keep them, evolve them, or use them to level up a different card. Ultimately, I wasn’t sure what to do, so I left them alone. I couldn’t ask the others what they thought because it was clear they did not support the idea of using cthuloid cards, and I could tell Jurtan was still uncomfortable that I had collected so many.

The group encountered a number of monsters as we explored, and I was able to contribute in a number of ways with my new abilities. I could scout ahead with Willow now and was able to alert the group of any nearby monsters. Whenever we fought beasts, I practiced making copies of them and having them attack the beasts they were a copy of. This caused many of the beasts to turn and fight the illusion rather than us. Or if we were fighting a pack of animals, it would cause them to fight among themselves.

It also gave me practice in making copies of various creatures. I learned to copy a large condor-like bird with nasty claws and a screeching sound attack, several different kinds of wolves (not the barbarian ones attacking the city, just large monstrous ones), a massive gray bear that took forever for us to put down, and even a large boa constrictor snake that wasn’t nearly as dangerous as it looked as long as we avoided getting caught by it.

I also practiced making copies of the birds and small animals we encountered. I had always enjoyed doodling birds and small wildlife back home and had gotten pretty decent at sketching the little creatures. Now I could make an illusion of a bird down to the smallest detail. I held the illusionary birds in my hands and admired how gorgeous they were. As we walked, I would spend hours of each day working to mimic the calls of the birds I copied. It was difficult but rewarding work.

Mimicking the birds turned out to be great not just for practice but also for my mental health. It helped me feel a bit like I had felt back home during my first trip south, when I got to just enjoy nature and practice my newfound survival skills. Here, I was relatively safe with a strong group of allies, I had projects to keep my mind focused, and the beauty of making my illusionary birds come to life warmed me in a way I hadn’t really experienced since escaping the dungeon.

At times, thoughts of home still brought me down and filled me with an impatient energy, but I had to ignore those feelings because I wasn’t going to get home any quicker by being depressed or angry about the situation. Whenever I felt down, I summoned my favorite new bird and had it sing as it perched on my shoulder. It was a gorgeous blue crested bird with golden wings. Its song was like a nightingale from back home, and when I finally managed to get it right, its beauty brought tears to my eyes.

I never quite managed to hold both my invisibility and channel energy into my weapon. It seemed the channeling of energy into a weapon while I was invisible caused my invisibility to require an exponentially higher amount of energy, which required me to quickly drop it. I could attack with nonenhanced weapons from invisibility, but on this world, that had little to no effect on monsters, given everything was so much more powerful here.

After we spent two weeks searching the mountains for more dungeons, Jurtan said it was time for the group to make its way back south to resupply and to see if the army scouts had found any dungeons in the heart of the forest. We skirted the western edge of the forest this time instead of heading back down the eastern side. Just a few days away from home, Willow was out scouting and came hurrying back to us.

“Battle ahead,” she told us, gesturing behind her. “Large one. Only Lupusians, but they have a legion detachment isolated. I don’t see any of our people.”

Jurtan looked around at all of us. “We can probably help a bit, but I’m not sure we could make a difference in a battle if it’s already lost. Let’s get closer and see what we are dealing with.”

I turned invisible and followed Willow forward to scout for the rest of the group, which moved up behind us. I didn’t see any enemies around us, but I could hear the sound of the battle in the distance. It reminded me a bit of the waterfall back in the orcish city. The battle sounded like a low-level drone that made it hard to hear anything specific.

Willow guided me forward to where I could see the battle. We settled into several bushes at the crest of a hill, and I saw my first ever large-scale battle. In front of us was an army of a thousand or more wolves surrounding a square of legion soldiers. The wolves were large, bigger than a human by several feet, and stood on two legs. They wore almost no armor or weapons, but their fur seemed to be dyed in greens, blues, and browns, and they used their large teeth and claws to attack the legionaries in front of them.

The legion had massive shields that they used to form a solid square formation as the wolves attacked from all sides. In the center of the square were a number of blue-skinned people sending bolts of fire and ice, along with other spells, into the mass of wolves. I could also see a number of injured that had been pulled into the center of the square, and several people were working to heal them as quickly as they could.

“This isn’t as bad as I thought,” Jurtan said, coming up behind us.

I released my invisibility to respond. “Isn’t as bad as you thought?” I asked, eyeing the surrounded legion. “This looks pretty bad to me.”

“Nah,” Jurtan said, “looks are deceiving when it comes to a legion shield wall. There is a reason it became one of the most common methods of medieval combat to survive until the gods came.”

“See how they are healing their wounded inside the square?” Willow said, pointing below. “A good team of healers will get their soldiers back to the front line in a matter of minutes, while the wolves are brutes and trample their wounded in their eagerness to attack. The shield wall allows the legion to inflict wounds on the wolves while taking very little harm in return. Whenever a wounded wolf falls and is trampled, it is out of the fight. Whenever a legionary is wounded, their squadmates signal for a healer and they are brought to safety. Civilization triumphing over barbarity in action.”

“So should we help them?” I asked, watching as several of the injured legionaries stood up after the healers finished treating them and began to hustle back toward the front lines of the square.

“We’ll keep an eye out for some prime targets,” Jurtan responded. “Get your bow ready, and if you see any shamans casting spells or someone giving orders, feel free to put them down. But try not to draw attention to us, because I guarantee we can’t run faster than wolves and they do outnumber us by quite a bit, yeah?”

Watching the battle below, I felt too nervous to laugh, but I agreed that I would be as careful as I possibly could.

I drew my bow and held an arrow ready in case I saw a target. I had gotten slightly better at using my domain in multiple ways at once, but I didn’t try to cloak my weapon this time since the energy coming off the battle was so intense I doubted anyone would be able to find us that way.

I focused on infusing the arrow with my energy, making it more powerful and deadly. Once it was full of energy, I then cloaked the arrow with a modified version of invisibility. My illusion didn’t waste energy hiding the smell or sound of the arrow, only the sight of it. That should help us stay undetected.

As I watched, I could see what Jurtan said about the deadliness of the legion. Wolves that were even slightly injured by the wall were quickly trampled by the other wolves, while the legion rarely truly lost someone. Whenever a soldier was injured, others would quickly pull them out of the shield wall and a healer would come running over to take them to safety. The legion was slowly whittling down the wolves, but the wolves were too focused on fighting to notice they were losing. It also helped that the blue-skinned people were larger than the wolves, so the wolves had trouble getting around the shield wall to strike at them. If it had been humans down there, the wolves could have just overrun them or reached over the shields to strike them down easily.

A wolf at the back of the pack began to shake a staff. Various charms dangled from the end of the staff, reminding me of a witch doctor from a children’s cartoon. As the creature shook the staff, a large cloud of yellow gas began to fill the air above it. I immediately drew back on my bow and let fly with my invisible arrow. I watched as it arced slightly and then hit the shaman in the chest, piercing deeply inside the creature. It staggered, its spell dissipating, but the creature didn’t fall over and die like I had expected.

“Shit,” I said, nocking another arrow and quickly infusing it with energy and invisibility. Before the creature could turn to pinpoint who had shot it with the arrow, I released another arrow and watched as it flew true as well and finally put the shaman down.

“Bit close?” Willow said, turning to me with a mocking smile.

“Uh, yeah. Still getting a sense for how powerful things are in this world,” I replied, looking back at the battle in search of more targets. “Back home, a shot like that would’ve killed anything it touched, I’m pretty sure.”

I found a large Lupusian in the middle of the pack. He might have been giving orders, since he was snarling, pointing, and hitting the other wolves near him. I fired three rapid arrows at him, one after the other. I watched as all three soared through the air and then impaled the wolf within a second, killing the creature.

I continued to pick off prime targets for another hour until Jurtan told me to save my last few arrows. I stopped firing into the wolves, and instead, the group simply watched as the legion slowly wore down the rest of the wolves until so few were left they couldn’t help but realize they had been losing this entire time. Then they broke and ran from the blue-skinned legion.

Jurtan immediately stood and made his way down toward the soldiers. Everyone else began to follow him, so I stood and ran to catch up to them as well.

“Healer here!” he yelled as we got closer. “Bring me in and I can help!”

Several legionaries stared at us suspiciously as we approached until an officer barked some orders and they opened a passage for us through the shield wall.

“I have to collect my arrows!” I yelled after Jurtan. He ignored me or didn’t hear me. “Is that okay?” I asked the nearby officer.

He looked carefully over the battlefield. “You were the one taking out some of their shamans, then?”

“Yeah,” I said, pointing up to where we had been observing the battle.

“Go ahead, then,” he told me, “but don’t loot anything you didn’t kill. The rest of them are for us, and we need the cards badly.”

“Understood,” I told him.

Willow followed Jurtan inside the formation to help heal the wounded, while Oakenbranch and Nehala helped me search for my arrows. Nehala hadn’t ever become particularly nice to me, but after weeks of traveling together and after I helped save us in the dungeon, she had stopped being quite so dismissive of me.

As I collected my arrows, I also looted the cards from the Lupusians I had killed. Much like the cthuloids, they only gave one card apiece, which meant the creatures must still be classified as monsters.

The wolf leaders I had killed only gave me physical-enhancement cards, so they weren’t super useful. The shamans had a number of attack spells, and one even had a healing card, but none were particularly useful for me right now. In total, I collected seven cards from the wolves and recovered most of my arrows.

In total, over the last several weeks of traveling with the group, I had collected fourteen cards that weren’t in my active deck. A number were from my share of killing monsters as we traveled, two from the cthuloids I had killed on my own, and now seven more from the wolves. I also still had my Decadence card, which I had taken out of my active deck since it was effectively useless for me.

That night, the legion moved locations and then set up camp. The legionaries, even after fighting a battle for several hours, dug a large moat around their camp and piled up the dirt to make a small wall before resting for the night. Other legionaries set up camp and had food prepared for everyone before the sun even set.

I was given a private tent to sleep in. It was the first time since we left that I had some privacy, and I relished the experience. It also gave me a chance to finally figure out what I was doing with these cthuloid cards. I hadn’t decided what I wanted to do yet, but if I chose to evolve the cards, I didn’t want Jurtan to know. I felt a bit guilty about hiding my plan from him, but I had to remember I was here to find a way home, not to make a new life with the order.

I pulled out all five of the cthuloid cards I had in my active deck. Suggestion, Mental Shield, Mental Slam, Control Monster, and Mind Spike. I also grabbed the two I had looted from the forest. Reverse Loyalties, which made someone see their allies as enemies and their enemies as allies, and a second Mind Spike.

Now, according to what I had learned during my recruitment, if I evolved cards of the same type together, they should form a stronger card that would give me greater control over the type of energy the card embodied. I had been told it took one card for the first evolution, two for the second, four for the third, and so on. I had seven mind-related cards in total, so I could reach tier three if I chose to do so. Did I want to have a card that let me mess with people’s minds? It was absolutely a powerful avenue to explore but also seemed inherently evil in a way. I was pretty sure I wasn’t the type of person to abuse that power, but you never really knew until you had that kind of power.

I decided that I needed an edge to get home, and if I was able to use a mental card to figure out the remaining runes on the portal, then I had to take the chance.

Feeling around my tent for any sign of another’s energy to make sure nobody was nearby, I held all of the cthuloid cards in my hands and then pushed them to evolve together. I felt them begin to merge, combining their energy together in my hand. First, two of them joined together. Then that new card and two more joined. Then that card and the remaining four cards combined.

When I looked down, I saw a very dark card glowing with a malevolent light. Yeah, I was definitely playing with the dark side here. This card couldn’t be confused for anything good. The pure evil radiating off the card made it difficult for me to hold.

Mental Control

Level 1

Rare Power

The mind is a delicate instrument. Pluck the strings lightly, turn the dials as you desire, or crush another’s mind completely. The choice is yours.

The possessor of this card is able to infiltrate, control, influence, and crush the minds of others. The possessor of this card gains significant resistance to mental intrusions from others. The possessor of this card can sense and manipulate mental energy at will.

Eeesh, yeah. That was some bad-news-on-a-rainy-day kind of card right there. But I couldn’t afford to turn down the power it gave me right now—I just hoped I wasn’t making a mistake.

I also realized something was off about the evolved card. I had been told the Control level of an evolved card was the highest you could evolve a card in this way. From Sense to Knowledge and then to Control was how a card could evolve if you evolved it with its own element. For instance, my Time Stasis card, the very first card I had ever received, had evolved to Time Sense when I had evolved it with another time-based card. It had gained power and new features. From there, if I wanted to evolve it further with more time cards, it could become Time Knowledge and then Time Control. But, I was told, Control was the highest level a card could evolve to within its own element. That didn’t seem true, because my old cards, when they had fully evolved, said Ultimate Evolution on the card and the border had changed entirely. This card didn’t have any mention of the card being the ultimate evolution of that element.

So that had to mean the card could evolve further? Did people not know you could evolve a card further than the Control level, or were they trying to hide that for some reason?

If I wanted to evolve it further, I would need at least eight mind-related cards, according to the way things had been working so far. I decided to keep an eye out for them or possibly go hunting for more cthuloids if I really wanted to find out what would happen at the next evolution, but getting that many without raising serious suspicions was likely going to be a difficult task.

After adding the new card to my deck, I decided to keep my other cards instead of leveling up a card in case I was able to trade them for something more useful when we got back to camp. I did add Decadence back in, just on the off chance it helped me stay healthy, even though I was pretty sure sleeping in a tent and eating military food didn’t count toward living a decadent lifestyle.

The next morning, I couldn’t help but feel like Jurtan knew what I had done, but I told myself there was no way he could know. Plus, he was still busy helping the legionaries and speaking to their officers, so he clearly had no time to pay attention to me right now. It was just my guilty conscience acting up.

Jurtan finished talking with the officers of the legion and came to let us know that the legion planned to head back to the city after a day here of looting the wolves and letting their wounded recover. He suggested we stay with them until we all got back safely. Apparently the wolves had been patrolling heavily in the region, which was why the legion was deployed over here: to draw them in and kill as many as they could.

Everyone agreed with Jurtan’s suggestion. I spent the day eating legion food and summoning a couple of my favorite birds. I practiced imbuing them with enough decision-making that they could act like real birds without needing any control from me. I was tempted to try using my new card to sense the thoughts of the legionaries around me, but I didn’t let myself go through with it. I would try to save such a thing for enemies only, although I didn’t vow to never use the card in such a way if I had to. But it seemed like the more casual I became about using it, even among strangers, the easier it would become to start abusing the card.

The next morning, I was awoken early by something dismantling my tent around me. I jumped up, ready to attack whatever was trying to get me, but before I could do anything rash, I saw a couple of fresh-faced young legionaries taking down the tent around me instead of the monster I had imagined.

“Sorry to scare you,” one of them said with a genuine look of apology on his face. “We just have to pack this all up before we leave and we are getting ready to march soon.”

“Of course,” I told him, grabbing my things quickly. “I didn’t realize I had slept so late.”

I ducked out of my collapsing tent and saw the sun hadn’t even risen yet.

“Oh,” I said to the legionary, “never mind. I guess you all just take this whole marching thing really serious, huh?”

“Serious as death,” the young man said to me without a hint of a smile.

I grimaced at my stupidity. “Sorry, I’m just gonna go before I make myself look any more stupid.”

“Don’t worry about it, sir,” the legionary said. “We heard you were the one picking off the shamans for us. We all appreciate your help. If some of their spells had made it into our formation, it woulda been a much tougher fight.”

“Ah,” I said awkwardly. “Well, yeah. Glad I could help, then.”

The young legionary nodded at me as he continued to pack up my tent with his buddy. I decided that immediate retreat from the awkward social situation was warranted and went in search of breakfast.

By the time I finished eating, most of the camp had been packed, and the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. Jurtan and the others had joined me, and we finished eating around the same time.

“Wait until you see a legion march, Jake,” Jurtan told me. “It was shocking to me at first. Apparently these guys all have a card called Marching that they have to get to level five before they are allowed to leave boot camp. It is a sight to behold.”

We waited for the rest of the camp to get packed up and then watched as the legion formed up and began to march. Jurtan kept us behind and said we would catch up by nightfall because we had no chance of keeping the same pace as the legionaries. Since a legion stopped early to build a secure camp every night, we’d be able to make up some time while they were setting everything up. I watched as the soldiers began to march together, their feet stomping in perfect harmony. As the sound of their footsteps harmonized, a strange energy erupted around the entire army, and I watched in awe as the blue-skinned legionaries disappeared into the forest around us in a matter of a minute or less. When I stepped out to see them through the trees, they were already almost a football field away from us.

“That is one of the main reasons these people have managed to survive so far,” Jurtan said, watching the soldiers with me. “They can respond faster than any other force on this world. And when they arrive, they aren’t even tired. It’s a genius concept.”

“Too bad they didn’t tell anyone else about the transition,” Nehala said, “or the rest of their world might have been equally prepared. Now these tricks just delay the inevitable for the poor fools.”

Nobody knew what to say to that, or they all agreed with her assessment, so we all stood there and watched the legionaries march back home in silence.
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We made it back to the city in record time. The legion blazed a trail for us and we followed behind as fast as we could. I slept well, enjoying the privacy of my own tent.

Once we got back to the city, the main legion army was gone and our camp was significantly reduced in size.

“They are on deployment north of the city, where a large force is hiding out in the forest,” Jurtan told me after he saw me looking around the remains of our camp. I hoped that Tawny was doing well and staying safe out there.

“Here’s the plan for us,” he told me. “You take a week or so to relax and continue to improve your new domain. I sent a message to the captain, asking him to find us more dungeons in the forest, and we should have word back from him by then.”

He handed me a pouch.

“This is some spending shards,” he said. “Go rest and enjoy the city a bit. Get some good food, find a clean inn, have a bath, the usual. I am also awarding you five merits for the work you did, so stop by the quartermaster’s tent at some point during the week and spend them before we go back out in the field. Got it?”

“Sure,” I said, looking inside the pouch. It was full of about thirty shards or so.

“Oh,” Jurtan said, “and start thinking about what you may want for your second rune. You get to pick another one after your first successful deployment in the field. I’ll help you through it once you are ready and know what you want.”

Everyone else said their goodbyes, and Oakenbranch and Willow said they were going to the grove to relax for their downtime. Nehala said she would walk with me to the city but told me I was on my own once we got there because she didn’t have the time to babysit me. It was hard to judge the age of a tiefling, but she sure looked younger than me. I had a lot less experience in this world, though, so I could see how I was, compared to her, a baby needing sitting.

We walked to the city in companionable silence. I saw the remains of the massive legion camp, but a well-maintained road led to a gate on this side of the city, so we had no trouble approaching. People were coming and going from the city, although the crowds weren’t too bad here on the eastern side. A group of legion soldiers guarded the gate, but they let us in with no issues.

Once we were inside, Nehala turned and walked off with barely a nod in my direction. I made my way out of the flow of the street and took a good look around me. This was my first view of a truly medieval-looking city. The houses were small and mostly made of brick. There were stores here and there. The kind of store that would be called a boutique back home, specializing in just one or two things. I saw grocers, butchers, traders, stables, and even a blacksmith near the eastern gate.

There was also a large, paved road that ran deeper into the city, and at the end of the road, many miles distant, stood what looked like the western gate. That made me think this was a pre-planned city, since it was laid out so efficiently.

I ducked back into the flow of foot traffic and began to make my way down the street. Smaller streets and alleys connected to this main arterial street from time to time, but I stayed on the main street for now. When I made it to the center of the city, after about a half hour of walking, I saw a large plaza laid out in front of me. The entire plaza was paved and packed with people, merchants hawking their wares, and stalls full of goods. The din of the plaza reminded me a lot of the sound of the battle I had witnessed in the forest.

I looked around and finally saw a large building that appeared to be an inn. A sign depicting a bed and a mug of ale hung over the entrance. I carefully made my way through the crowd and ducked inside the door to the inn.

Inside, a small crowd was seated at tables or a large bar that filled one side of the room. A blue-skinned bartender in nice clothes nodded at me as I entered, so I walked over toward him and sat down on a stool.

“What can I get ya?” the man asked.

“I’m new here,” I said, deciding not to hide this fact since it was probably pretty obvious to the man, “and looking for a place to stay. Do you rent rooms for a week?”

“Fifty shards a week,” the man said. “Comes with breakfast but no dinner.”

“Ah, that’s a bit more than I was hoping to spend.”

The bartender nodded without seeming too mean about it. “That happens. We are one of the more expensive places around here. I can tell you how to get to a few places that are more affordable but aren’t too bad to stay in.”

“That’d be great, thank you.”

He gave me some directions to a few other inns and said that I should be able to find a room for a week at most of them for around ten shards. I thanked him and wasn’t sure if I should tip him or not, but before I could decide, he wished me well and left to take care of another customer. Was tipping even a thing here? I knew it was mostly an American tradition. I should’ve asked someone about these kinds of social norms before going off on my own.

I left the inn and followed the bartender’s directions until I found myself in front of another inn. It was several streets off the main northern arterial but not too far that I would get lost. Plus, my map was gathering all the information about the city, so hopefully I could find my way around with that.

The neighborhood here wasn’t as busy as the main roads, but there were still quite a few people out. I saw a number of blue-skinned children and families, so I was guessing it was a residential area. The houses weren’t huge but seemed well maintained.

Inside, the innkeeper tried to rent me a room for a week for twenty shards, but thanks to the tip from the friendly bartender, I managed to talk him down to twelve shards for the room and breakfast.

When I got upstairs, I found the room was secured with a heavy door and lock, and inside was a small living room, a separate bedroom, and a bathroom with running water and a bath. I immediately stripped out of my gear and ran a hot bath.

As I sank into the warmth, I almost passed out from pleasure. I had been ignoring so many sore muscles and kinks from weeks of hiking, fighting, and sleeping rough. Plus, I felt covered in sweat and weeks of grime. The hot water was a miracle worker—soothing my aches and making me feel clean for the first time in what felt like years. I also summoned my favorite bird and had it play above me and serenade me with its song as I closed my eyes and relaxed in the bath.

I ended up filling the tub several times in order to get myself clean, washing down the dirty water that seemed to contain enough grime and dirt to fill my garden back home. Once I was clean, I changed into an unused set of clothes and went downstairs to ask the innkeeper about a laundry service. He said I could leave armor, weapons, and clothes outside my door, and they would be taken care of by the next morning.

I went back to my room and piled my leather armor, clothing, magical boots and pants, and anything else that needed to be cleaned in front of my door. This seemed like a decent inn, so I wasn’t too worried that someone would steal my things. Plus, if they did, I was pretty sure the legion wouldn’t take kindly to people robbing their allies.

After that, I relished being out of armor and being able to sit around in normal clothes. I practiced my illusions by summoning my birds and trying to work on their independent thinking. Instead of giving them specific commands, I just tried to impart into them the characteristics of a bird and then watched as the illusions tried to understand the concepts I had fed them. I found that the more illusions I summoned, the more effort it took to direct them and the less able they were to follow my commands with independent thought.

My favorite blue and gold bird seemed to respond the best—maybe because I had been working with him the longest or was unconsciously giving him more of my energy whenever I summoned him. I watched as he perched on one of the windowsills and stared out the window at the people moving around the street outside. He would cock his head occasionally, move from side to side, and let out a small bit of song here and there. If I hadn’t known he was purely illusionary, I would have believed he was real. The other birds were much less believable and appeared to be more like automatons than real birds.

I went downstairs and had a filling dinner of the local equivalent of beef and some kind of noodle. It was delicious. I also had a couple of the inn’s ales while I ate. I felt . . . human again. The normalcy of the whole situation was soothing. It also made me realize I hadn’t been using my Mend for helping with my mind, like I had done when I first got the card. Had I been avoiding helping myself to overcome the anger and trauma I still felt from the torture I had been through?

I turned in for an early night. Thoughts about why I had avoided even thinking about my Mend ran through my head. Part of me wanted to cling to the righteous anger I felt. It burned inside me and made me feel good. I had been clinging to that feeling to help me survive in this new world and to ignore what had been done to me in the dungeon.

Now, lying in bed, I could see that I had been purposefully resisting healing my mind. But months of being free, becoming friends with Tawny, and being part of a group of people that seemed to respect me had finally started to heal me enough that I could see what I had been doing to myself. And then, a night like tonight, when I felt like I was living back on Earth before the gods played their cruel game with my life, finally broke the last wall I had erected to cling to my righteous fury.

I invoked a Mend on myself and felt the soothing energy begin to calm my mind. That didn’t mean I wasn’t still angry. I was still going to get my revenge on everyone in that town who had wronged me. But instead of it being an uncontrolled rage that bubbled up in irritation and pushed me away from becoming close to my new friends and allies, it could become more focused, more directed, and ultimately more deadly. Instead of flailing around in anger like that ogre had done—hurting himself more than doing anything to get revenge—I felt ready to direct my anger at the right targets.

The next morning, I slept in late and took another lengthy bath before dressing in comfortable clothes and going down for breakfast in the main room of the inn. I also vowed to use my Mend every morning and night to keep myself healthy in mind and body from now on.

When I stepped out of my room, I found my clothing and armor cleaned and folded outside of my door, as the innkeeper had promised. I slipped on my boots before going downstairs but placed the rest back in my room and locked up.

After a filling breakfast, I felt more centered and clear-headed than I had in months. It was a good feeling.

I spent the day exploring the city, trying to discover all of it on my map. I made notes as I went, highlighting interesting shops or landmarks I wanted to check out over the next week. After a delicious lunch in a small restaurant that served a food very similar to dumplings, I walked back to the order’s camp and spent some time loitering around the portal. I used my new Mental Control card for the first time, scanning the minds of the guards and others near the portal to see if they knew anything about the runes on the portal itself or how it worked.

Unfortunately, I learned that a passive scan from this far away did little but let me glimpse their surface-level thoughts. And none of the people around the portal were thinking about the portal itself. If I wanted to get more information from them, I’d have to use a more intrusive method of reading their minds, and they’d be able to tell something was happening to them.

Plus, as I watched the guards and others nearby, it was pretty clear they hadn’t made the portal. They were just guarding it. So it would be a waste to violate their minds and potentially get myself caught.

After a fruitless hour of that, I made my way over to the quartermaster’s tent. Inside, the walrus man was showing another recruit around the tent, giving him the same speech he had given me.

When I entered, he nodded at me and told me I was free to browse the tent.

I started over at the cards again, looking for another portal or dimensional card of some kind. I wasted another hour searching through the cards, not finding anything that would help me evolve my Dimensional Step card.

The quartermaster had finished giving his speech to the new recruit a while ago, so I approached him.

“Hey, youngin,” he said. “Glad to see you survived your first mission. That ain’t a guarantee with a unit like yours. Saw the merits you earned, too, so I bet you handled yourself pretty well.”

“Ah, yeah,” I said, unsure of what to say. “It was . . . interesting.”

He laughed at my awkwardness, which put me a bit at ease. “So, looking for some advice on where to spend your merits?”

“Sort of,” I replied. “I also need to decide on another rune. I was wondering if you had any kind of book on advanced runes that I could purchase. Or some armor or weapons that you could show me that had some lesser-known runes.”

“Hmmm,” he said, eyeing me. “Tell you what. I can’t sell you something like that, but I can let you borrow something of mine if you promise to return it.”

“Yeah?” I replied, excited. “That would be great. I’m looking for what I could use for my next rune and none of the normal ones people get are particularly useful for me.”

“I can see that. Watch the tent for me, lad. I’ll be right back.”

He ducked out of the tent, and I stood there awkwardly until he returned. Thankfully, nobody came in. I might have been a shopkeeper back home, but I had the feeling if a senior Runic Knight had come in and saw me standing there alone, they’d have had some questions for me.

When the quartermaster returned, he plopped a large, leather-bound book down in front of me. “Now, return this to me before your next mission. If you lose it, I will hold you accountable for replacing it. You understand?”

I eyed the book with pleasure. “Absolutely,” I said, picking up the book. It was heavier than my other rune book.

“What else do you need, lad?” the quartermaster asked as he eyed me holding the book like it was a personal treasure. “You’ve got yourself five merits now, which is more than most with your experience in the order. You got an idea what you want to spend them on?”

“I’m not sure,” I told him. “My hope was to find something to evolve the Dimensional Step card I got here last time, but I haven’t seen anything like it since I got it.”

“Yeah, that will be a doozy to evolve. I did warn ya about that, lad. If I see anything like that, I’ll try to hold it aside for ya, but for now, no such luck.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I figured it wouldn’t be easy. But hopefully worth it in the long run.”

I looked around the shop. I could use a few magical items but felt like that was a bit of a waste of merits since I could also get those other ways if I really wanted them.

“Hey,” I said, thinking about something I had been considering lately, “do you ever take magical items in trade?”

“Hmmm,” he replied, “it depends on the power of the item. We trade merits for useful items, but you may be better off selling it for shards and converting them to cards to upgrade your deck if the item is especially powerful.”

I described to him how my cloak worked. I had realized that I didn’t really need it anymore after gaining my illusion domain, and it was pretty eye-catching and could cause me problems if I just wore it for the sake of wearing it. I figured it might be better to sell it and get something more useful.

“Yeah,” he said when I was done explaining what the cloak did and how it also helped a person blend into their surroundings, “that would be extremely helpful for our scouts. I could give you five merits for it. If you sold it in the city here, you might be able to get ten to twenty cards for it.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “But if you went back to Ambrosia, I might be able to recommend a store that would buy it for three hundred shards at least. Items like that are especially rare back home, ya understand?”

I hadn’t realized I could go back to Ambrosia. Three hundred shards could be made into thirty cards, which could give me a decent boost to my current cards if I wanted. But realistically, I didn’t use my cards that much right now since I was trying to learn how to use my newfound strength with enhancement energy and my new illusion domain. This made the idea of getting simple cards less attractive.

What I really wanted, before I left the order to find my way back home, was something that was impossible to find on Earth. The problem was, it cost fifty merits to get the griffon egg.

“That is an interesting idea,” I said, considering what he’d said. “What if, instead of me selling it back on Ambrosia, you give me ten merits for it here and we call it even?”

The quartermaster gave off a loud guffaw and clapped me on the shoulder. “I knew I liked you. A man after my own heart if I’ve ever met one. I can’t give you ten merits for the cloak, lad. But I could give you seven, eh?”

“Eight,” I said, “and one basic magical item that you think would help me replace the cloak.”

“Seven and a decent item of my choice.” He stuck his hand out for me to shake.

“That works,” I said, shaking his hand.

“I left it back at my inn,” I continued, “but I can bring it by later this afternoon.”

“Sure. I trust ya, lad. Let me find you a good item to replace the cloak and then you can be on your way.”

He led me over to the shelves that held all the magical gear and began to dig through it while occasionally examining me. He asked me a few questions, like what other items I had, how I fought, whether I used primarily spell or physical cards, and so on. I answered as truthfully as I could without revealing my dangerous cards since he seemed to be looking out for my best interest.

Finally, he pulled out a rich brown cloak. It had fur from some kind of wild animal draped around the shoulders and a large hood. It was also noticeably thicker and warmer than my other cloak. The cloth was smooth like a waterproof coat but thick and warm like the finest wool. I couldn’t figure out how it managed to be both, but I appreciated it. It also looked rich but not necessarily magical, which should also hopefully let me avoid some problems in the future.

I inspected it to see what the quartermaster had chosen for me.

Cloak of Survival

Common Power

The wearer of this cloak requires a third less food, water, and rest to survive. The wearer of this cloak is also resistant to extreme temperature and may rest more comfortably in the wild. The effect of this cloak will continue to benefit the wearer for twelve hours after the cloak is removed.

“I figure this will serve you well in your new role,” the quartermaster said after he saw I was done inspecting the item. “Nothing beats a good night’s sleep, staying warm, and feeling full after a day traveling through the wild. What’cha think?”

“It’s great,” I told him, meaning it. “This will be a much more useful ability. Thank you.”

I reached out and shook his hand again, and he gave me a toothy grin before shooing me out of his tent.

I put on the cloak, marveling at how warm and comfortable it was. As I did, I also noticed that the slight hunger that had been building as the day went on faded, and I found myself feeling more awake and rested as well. And the fact that the effect lasted even after I took it off meant I didn’t have to awkwardly sleep with it on to get a good night’s sleep. Perfect.

I took another detour over to the portal but didn’t find anyone that looked like they knew how the portal worked, so I made my way back to my room in the city. I summoned my blue and gold bird and practiced having it perch on my shoulder and pretend to observe people as we walked.

Back at the inn, I dropped off my new book and then went and grabbed dinner downstairs again before delivering the cloak to the quartermaster and returning to my room. I pulled out my journal and the new rune book and then worked late into the night, reading through the new runes and making notes of interesting ones that I might want to use for my next enhancement rune.

I stayed up later than normal, feeling the benefit of my cloak already, and when I awoke in the morning, I felt refreshed and ready for the day. I took a short bath, grabbed my breakfast from downstairs, and then went to explore the city some more.

By mid-afternoon, I had finished mapping the city and making notes of places I wanted to investigate later. There were a number of card shops I wanted to spend time in to see if I could find another portal-related card. There were also a few magical items shops and even some bookstores that I marked on my map. I also saw a number of different races in the city, just like I had seen back on Earth. That was likely why I hadn’t drawn too much attention as I wandered the city as a non-blue-skinned person.

I opened my map and took a look at the city as a whole. It was a beautiful medieval city. While some areas, like the area I was in now, were clearly struggling, the overall city seemed to be doing well enough. The influx of cards from the army must be a boon to the local economy. Plus, whatever cities and towns they controlled to the south seemed to be producing plenty of food; I saw regular carts coming through the southern gate, stacked full of food and supplies for the city.

As I was admiring the map of the city, I heard some scuffling and whispered conversation coming from behind me. I quickly closed my map and turned to see what was making the sound.

As I turned, I saw three blue-skinned youth standing behind me, looking nervously at me as I stood there in the middle of the narrow street. Each one held a dull-looking sword that I suspected they had never actually used, judging by how poorly they held them and how nervous they looked.

“Uh,” the one closest to me said, “you! Stranger! Uh, give us your stuff.”

The kids looked no older than thirteen or fourteen years old, if they had been human. It was hard to tell if they were boys or girls, since the men and women here seemed to be very similar in size.

“Did you hear me?” the one who’d spoken earlier said, stepping forward aggressively. I appreciated his attempt to intimidate me, but it wasn’t helped by the poor kid’s obvious fear.

I stepped closer to the kid, preparing to give him a stern talking-to, when the kid suddenly jerked his sword down toward me in fear. Seeing an opportunity, I caused a bright flash of light to explode around me, blinding them temporarily. As the light flashed, I activated my Dimensional Step to appear behind them and then created a clone of myself where I had been standing.

When the light faded and the kids recovered from the temporary blindness, they were greeted by the sight of my clone kneeling on the ground with its hand cut off, wailing in pain as it stared at the stump that was left of its hand.

“My arm!” my clone screamed like a bad B-movie actor. “You have taken my hand! Oh gods, why? My poor hand is gone from me!”

I had the stump of my illusion’s arm spurting an entirely excessive amount of blood, and my clone aimed his arm up at the youth so they were all liberally sprayed with it.

“Oh, the cruel gods of this world! How could you let this happen to me? Now I will never bake bread again! My life is over!”

The three youths were staring in shock at my illusion. Their mouths hung wide open, and their eyes were as wide as saucers. The blood was spraying all over them and they were so frozen they didn’t even react as it covered their bodies.

“Oh gods,” one of them said, turning and beginning to vomit. The one that had struck toward me looked down at the sword in his hand, shocked by what it had done.

My clone continued to wail and scream in an over-the-top manner until the looks on the youths’ faces became too much and I couldn’t stop myself from breaking into laughter.

The two youths not busy vomiting their guts out turned at the sound and stared at me laughing behind them, their eyes getting even wider, if that was possible.

“Wha . . . ?” one of them tried to ask.

I doubled over in laughter at the sight. I couldn’t help myself. The poor kids looked so absolutely floored by what they had done that I couldn’t control myself. I was laughing so hard that tears fell from my eyes.

The youths glanced between me and my illusion, which was now rolling around on the ground, dramatically screaming about his baking career as he held the stump of his hand. I almost fell over laughing at the sight.

Finally, I recovered enough to dismiss my illusion and all of the blood that was covering the kids. They looked down at themselves and back at me, holding their swords as if they were afraid the swords would bite them.

“Listen,” I said, wiping my eyes, “sorry to make that so dramatic.” I had to stop to control another bout of laughter. “Sorry, sorry.” I was still chuckling slightly. “Look, those weapons you are carrying are no joke, okay?”

The three youths all stared at me like I was the craziest thing they had ever encountered. I pushed on with my attempts to reason with them.

“I showed you just a glimpse of what could happen if you decide to keep robbing people like this. At some point, someone is going to get hurt. It will either be another person like you just saw or it will be one of you. Are you really prepared to do what you just saw to someone just for a few shards?”

The one that struck toward me tried to speak, but I held up a hand to stop him.

“Look,” I said, “I get it. You or your families probably need help. But this isn’t the way, okay? You will encounter someone who won’t hesitate to hurt you if you keep doing this. Especially if you target people like me who aren’t from here. We are all significantly stronger than we look. And even if you find someone weaker, are you really willing to do that to an innocent person?”

I gestured at where my illusionary body had been. The three youths all turned, still wide-eyed and in shock, to look at where the illusion had been.

Before they could turn back, I went invisible and stepped to the side of the street. It took a moment for the youths to realize I had disappeared.

“Broonhe,” one of them whispered at the youth that had swung at me, “what do we do?”

“Let’s get out of here!” he said.

The three of them took off running.

I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling again at the sight. Poor kids—that was a bit over the top, but hopefully it taught them a useful lesson. And I hadn’t needed to hurt them, which was great. My new illusion domain gave me a lot more options than just hurting others like I had done with my old cards.

I made my way back to my inn, where I had a nice dinner and then stayed up late, reviewing the new rune book again.

The next day, I started my exploration of the shops the city had to offer. I had marked at least seven card shops on my map, so I started with those. It turned out that each one was run by the legion, which came as a bit of a surprise. Inside each shop was a uniformed blue-skinned man or woman who greeted me when I entered.

In the fourth shop I visited, I learned a bit more about how the legion operated their economy as I chatted with a particularly friendly woman who ran one of the shops. According to her, the legion used the bulk of the cards as currency but kept the most useful cards back to sell in shops like this.

Unfortunately, most of the cards were rather common monster cards.

“I am looking for something a little more specialized,” I told the lady who had been so friendly to me. “Something that might not be available to the general public. I have other cards to trade.”

The woman leaned forward across her counter and looked me up and down. “You are in the Runic Knights, yes?”

I wasn’t sure how she could tell since I was just wearing my normal clothing under my new cloak, but I nodded at her.

“Okay then,” she said, pulling out a piece of paper. “Go to this location. Tell the guards at the door that Mayberry sent you.”

“Thanks,” I said, smiling at her. She gave me a wink.

Was she flirting with me? I felt myself blush slightly, and I turned and left her shop before she could notice. Her laugh chased me out the door, so I didn’t think I was successful at it, though.

Shaking off my awkwardness around blue-skinned winking ladies, I looked at the directions the woman had written down for me and then made my way over to the location.

Once there, I saw a number of legion guards protecting a gated campus. I had passed by this place earlier, but it hadn’t registered as anything worth investigating. Now I took a closer look inside and saw a number of young men and women moving between the buildings within the walled area. The buildings themselves were made of old stone and had an ivy-league college look to them.

I approached the guards at the gate and told them that Mayberry had directed me here. They looked me over and must have decided I passed muster—or wasn’t a threat in their eyes—and gave me directions to a Professor Brehome’s office.

Entering the campus, I could see that all the young men and women around me had books in their hands and seemed to move with the excitement and vigor of young college students. Seeing them made me feel old, because it wasn’t that long ago that I had been an excited young college student—until I graduated, came home to take care of my mom, and then washed up in the grocery market after her death.

Shaking off the depressing thought, I found the building I was supposed to enter and walked in. The excited chatter of more students filled the inside of the building as I pushed open the doors. I could make out a bit of what they were talking about, and it seemed to involve a lot of discussion about spell cards and magical energy. A magic academy of some sort, then?

I was curious what some of the professors here might have to say about how I was using the world’s energy instead of relying solely on the card system designed by the gods, but I decided it probably wasn’t safe to reveal such a thing to just anyone.

I made my way up a winding staircase to the third floor of the building and then found Professor Brehome’s office door. I knocked, and when I heard an indistinct call from within, I nudged the door open cautiously and looked inside.

Inside was a large office packed with books, scrolls, and a number of devices, but I couldn’t immediately tell what they could be used for. A very large blue-skinned woman sat behind a desk that was overflowing with paper. She looked up as I stuck my head inside her door.

“Who are you, then?” she said, glaring at me.

“Uh,” I said, “Mayberry sent me? She said I might find some cards from you that aren’t in the general store?”

“Ah,” she replied, “come in, then.”

She stood and gestured me toward a chair that was only partially covered in books. I stepped forward, then lifted the books and placed them to the side before sitting in front of her.

“Alright,” she said, “first things first. You are not from our world. Are you here helping us, or are you a tourist here to watch us all die like the rest of these vultures from another world?”

Taken aback by the sudden venom in her voice and the cold-eyed stare she was giving me, I didn’t immediately answer.

“Well?” she demanded. “Don’t make me wait for an answer or I will escort you out of here right now.”

“Sorry,” I said. “Yes, I am here helping you. I am a squire of the Order of the Runic Knights. I have been helping fight the cthuloids and Lupusians with your legion.”

That seemed to calm her down, and she leaned back in her chair and gave me a very slight smile. “Good. Very good to hear. I figured Mayberry wouldn’t send me a tourist, but I had to be sure. I have no patience for the vultures that are here to pick our dying world clean and then rob the bones of what is left.”

I nodded at her. “I understand. My . . . well, my world is in a similar situation, I think.”

“Oh?” she asked, seeming genuinely interested. I hadn’t revealed to anyone that I was from a newly transitioned world since leaving Earth, so I was reluctant to reveal everything to this woman. But I was touched by her anger and felt it resonate with some of my own whenever I thought about what the ravens, naga, and tieflings had done to my people back home.

“My world,” I said, considering what to share, “is also newly transitioned. It’s a long story, but I didn’t really plan to leave my world, but now here I am. And I am worried about what is happening back home but can’t do anything about it.”

She eyed me carefully as I spoke, but when I finished, she nodded at me in sympathy. “I can see that you are telling the truth,” she said, “which I find rather fascinating. I have been told that we people of newly transitioned worlds are forbidden the technology that would allow us to travel off our world. We had to pay an extremely high price to get a message to your order to ask them for assistance. The price was so high we are still sending the majority of the cards we get from the war to pay your people.”

I hadn’t realized that the order was that expensive.

“I know the tourists spread rumors that the legion is at fault for our world dying,” she said, “but the reality is that the leaders that were warned about what was coming did nothing to help us prepare, either. They all spent the time preparing for the transition by amassing enough wealth to bribe a way off our world for their families and servants. They ran like rats from our planet and left the legion to pick up the pieces. Yet now, we ask for transport off our world for our children and are told such things are forbidden. A curse on all the gods for their cruelty and corruption.”

She looked ready to spit but couldn’t find a place to do so without hitting one of her books or scrolls, so she held it in.

I wasn’t sure what to say in the face of her anger, so I didn’t respond, only nodded understandingly.

“Anyway,” she said after a moment, “enough of that. What brings you here? What kind of cards are you looking for that a general store wouldn’t have?”

“Well,” I said, “funny you should bring up portals . . .”

I went ahead and explained what I was trying to do. She was the first one I had opened up to about my home, and now she was also the first one I opened up to about my plans for trying to make a portal to get back there.

“Wait,” she said as I finished explaining how I had seen the runes on the portal that brought us here. “You have a copy of those runes?”

“Yeah, I have them.”

She stood abruptly. “Follow me,” she said, hastily stepping over piles of books on her way to the door.

I stood and waited for her to pass me and then followed her out of her office.

“Are you willing to share those runes?” she asked me as we walked hastily down the hallway.

“Probably, yeah,” I said. “If it helped your people and got me home. I’d see that as a win-win situation.”

“It may be considered betraying your order. You understand that? Natives have been forbidden to enter your camp, and I believe it is specifically to restrict us from learning more about things like the runes on the portal.”

I didn’t mention that I had been able to stop the order from placing the loyalty binding on me since I didn’t think she needed to know about that.

“I understand that,” I said, “but I need to do whatever I can to get home.”

“Good,” she said, leading us down the stairwell. “Very good. Then I think we can help each other out here.”

I followed her out of the building and across the courtyard to a different building. This building had fewer windows and had a guard standing at the door. Professor Brehome nodded at the guard, who didn’t stop us from entering.

Once inside, she led us to a stairwell leading downward.

“This is a secret,” she said, “what I am about to show you. So I trust you understand discretion about this whole thing?”

I nodded.

“Good.” She gave me another of her slight smiles.

At the bottom of the stairs was another guard, who opened a large set of double doors for us as we approached. Inside, I saw a large open laboratory that spread for hundreds of feet in front of me. Throughout the room were a number of blue-skinned men and women working on various contraptions or studying magical cards.

Professor Brehome led me through the room until we came to one of the far corners where a tall, lanky blue-skinned man was fiddling with what looked like a makeshift portal stone. The portal wasn’t functional, and I could immediately see that no runes were carved on it, but the man was hunched over the stone, muttering to himself as we approached.

Professor Brehome coughed as we stopped next to the man. When that didn’t get his attention, she coughed again, louder.

“Oh, what?” the man said, turning quickly. As he stood up, I saw that he was as tall as Professor Brehome—who was at least a good two feet taller than me—but whereas she was large and filled out her frame completely, this man was the skinniest blue-skinned person I had seen on this world so far.

“Professor Brehome!” the man said, greeting her warmly. “So glad to see you! Are you here to check on my progress again?”

“No, Marchet,” she said with noticeably less warmth. “I am here for a special reason.”

She introduced me, so I stepped forward and shook the man’s hand, trying to be as polite as possible.

“Oh, splendid,” he said, eyeing me. “A new type of visitor to our world, then? Did he accept your bribe to tell us more about portals like the others?”

I eyed Professor Brehome, and she coughed slightly and looked away from me.

“No, Marchet,” she said. “Jake here is from a newly transitioned world like we are and is looking for a way back home. He has some knowledge that may be very useful for us. I want you to work with him.” She turned to me. “Jake, if you help us and if you can actually make a working portal for us, our people will be in your debt. I will personally give you the cards we have saved. They may help you form the portal for us, and you may keep them for yourself after we are done.”

I considered her offer carefully. Despite being able to betray the order, I felt quite a bit of hesitation about it. They had done nothing but help me. At the same time, they were definitely a part of this broken system and were benefiting greatly by charging worlds a large number of cards in return for helping them. And ultimately, this was my best chance of getting home. The order wasn’t going to let me get home on my own, and the gods were probably not going to just send me back to Earth if I asked nicely, either.

I looked at Professor Brehome, who watched me as I made up my mind, and Professor Marchet, who was staring at me in fascination. I activated my Mental Control card and just lightly scanned their surface thoughts, to make sure they weren’t planning to betray me. Professor Brehome was thinking of the logistics for evacuating as many noncombatants as possible from her world. Images of men, women, and children evacuating through a portal filled her thoughts. I could sense no betrayal from her.

Reading Professor Marchet’s mind was like trying to understand the world through a kaleidoscope. His mind was jumping from concept to concept, idea to idea, faster than I could follow. He was like an excited Labrador bounding through a field of ideas. I felt pretty safe that he had no intention to betray me.

“Alright,” I said, “I’ll help.”

“Yes!” Professor Marchet said loudly. Professor Brehome glared at him to quiet him down.

“Good,” she said, “you won’t regret this. I will tell the guards that you have free access to the campus and this laboratory. I understand you probably have duties with the order, but please work with Professor Marchet as much as you can. He can provide you the notes we have taken from tourists who have been willing to talk to us about portals, but you will find they are not particularly helpful.”

“Yes, yes,” Professor Marchet said, “not particularly helpful but still fascinating. Let me get you those notes and you can read them tonight, and then we can meet tomorrow and begin our work, yes?”

I agreed and took the notebook from him when he eventually found it on one of the nearby desks.

Professor Brehome escorted me off the campus. I stood in the street and thought about how easy it was to betray people. I felt a knot of guilt in my stomach at what I had done, but I kept telling myself it was necessary and would probably not actively harm the order. It just meant once I figured out how to get home, they might come looking for me if they ever found out what had happened. It was a risk I had to take.

I couldn’t relax enough to enjoy the idea of exploring more of the city, so I went back to my room, pored through the rune book, and made more notes in my journal about what runes I might want for my next enhancement. The book turned out to be extremely helpful for both expanding my knowledge of runes and teaching me how to combine runes to achieve more complex results.

I had managed to finish the first half of the book, which contained descriptions of more advanced runes and a discussion of how to apply them. The second half contained rune combinations and methods of combining different runes to create a greater effect, and I had just started to make my way through those. The most beneficial thing about the advanced rune book was that I was able to identify all of the remaining runes from the portal stone except for one. I flipped briefly through the second half of the book but still found no description of that rune anywhere.

As I read and made notes, I kept several of my birds summoned throughout my room. My favorite bird had gotten to the point that whenever I invested him with independent decision-making energy, he immediately responded and began to act like a real bird. The next step, I felt, was to keep him invested with decision-making energy long enough for him to become passive inside the illusion, much like my physical enhancement and cloaking energy was becoming inside my core.

If I could get to the point that investing energy into my illusions became passive, the knowledge from the core told me that I should be able to summon more effective illusions while also being able to concentrate on fighting or doing other tasks with my energy.

After dinner, I stayed up late to read the notes from Professor Marchet. He was right that the notes weren’t particularly helpful, but they gave a few insights into portal formation that I hadn’t known before. First, I learned that the portals the order used to get from world to world were placed into the stone to make them more permanent. Less permanent portals could be made by a portal master, but they required large amounts of energy to hold them open for more than a few moments. The people who had spoken to the professors said that it was common knowledge that every clan back home had several portal masters on their payroll. Whenever clans went to war with each other, much of it was done through temporary portals. Portal masters opened portals into their opponent’s towers, homeworld, or other worlds they controlled, and enemy troops raided through the portals to do as much damage as possible before they closed.

There was more information contained in that note as well. Some of the clans controlled worlds other than their own homeworld? That was the first time I had heard of that, but it made sense. That was probably what the ravens, nagas, and tieflings were trying to start back on Earth. An alliance of some sort to establish a foothold on a new world for their clans?

If it came to being controlled by a clan or being eradicated by monsters, I wasn’t sure what would be better. Live as slaves or die fighting for survival? I hoped it never came to that.

Other than those few things, I didn’t learn anything new from the notes. The notes seemed to confirm my thought that advancing portal-related cards was how one became a portal master, but nobody that spoke to the professors knew for sure.

I fell asleep trying to think of ways to discover what the last rune on the portal meant, but sleep came before I could come up with a solution.

The next day, after a bath, a soothing Mend, and a healthy breakfast, I made my way over to the campus. I decided to keep my blue and gold songbird out the entire time to help me practice investing him with my energy and to, hopefully, speed up the process of him becoming a passive investment. I also thought that the beautiful bird deserved a name. He had become so lifelike that I felt bad just thinking of him as a nameless bird.

I thought back to my favorite pet from my childhood. When I was nine, my mom let me adopt our first cat. His name was Oliver. He was a rambunctious little guy who got into all kinds of messes around the house, but I had loved him as only a child could. I decided to name my new songbird after him.

“Oliver,” I said to the bird as he perched on my shoulder. “Do you like that name?”

He gave a quick trill in response. I took that as a yes.

At the gate to the academy, I was let in without issue. Same with entering the laboratory. Once there, I found my way over to Professor Marchet’s corner. I had brought my journal with the portal runes, both of my rune books, and his notes.

He greeted me warmly and immediately dove into the notes in my journal about the portal. I left him to it and inspected the frame of the portal he had created.

It looked to be the same type of stone that the order’s portal was made from. I looked closely but couldn’t see a difference with just the naked eye.

“One of the people we bribed,” Marchet said, coming up behind me, “revealed the type of stone used. I believe the type doesn’t actually matter—the base just needs to be strong enough to handle the energy of the portal itself. This type of stone seems to have the strength to hold a large amount of energy, so this must be why it is used. We had a small mine of it before the transition and used it for decorative purposes in large homes. The mine didn’t make the transition with us, but we were able to commandeer a portion from several of the aristocrats’ homes since many of them fled our world before the transition began.”

I reached out and touched the stone’s smooth surface.

“Much of my research so far has been just seeing how much energy we could force into the stone by way of magical cards,” he said, “and so far, nothing we have done has been able to damage the stone. But now, with these runes, we can make some real progress!”

I spent the day explaining what I knew about rune-carving and how delicate the process of inscribing a rune was. I cautioned him that he shouldn’t attempt to carve the runes without me, because even the smallest detail done wrong could cause an explosion. I showed a few of the more complex runes outlined in my journal.

“Even if you get the image correct,” I explained, “you could have made one part too narrow, too deep, or too shallow, and when you charge it, the energy will fall out of sync and cause a nasty backfire. It is probably best if I do the carving for now, but you should have some materials brought so you can begin practicing. If you can learn it from me now, then your people can make more portals without me having to be here.”

Professor Marchet agreed enthusiastically and left to get the materials and tools I had described. I traced the runes on the portal with my finger, imagining carving them in place.

I spent the next few days showing Professor Marchet everything I could about rune-carving. He was a quick study and had nimble hands, so it was a pleasure to teach him. I also spent the days keeping Oliver imbued with my energy—as well as myself—and finishing my notes from the advanced rune book.

By the end of the week, I returned to the order’s camp, found Jurtan, and asked if we had any news from the front lines.

“Nothing yet,” he said, looking north. “Which is a surprise. We should have had something by now.”

I looked north with him, worrying about Tawny. Hopefully nothing terrible had happened to them. I had faith the order could get itself out of any trouble they found their way into, but that didn’t mean every single member would be coming home afterward.

“Have you decided on your next rune?” Jurtan asked me.

I had mostly decided, although I was still debating between two different rune combinations I wanted to attempt. The book told me that engraving rune combinations on yourself was especially dangerous, but if done right, it could give better results than a single rune. No single rune interested me, but I had two good rune combinations in mind that should give me a powerful boost.

“I am still deciding between two different runes,” I told him, “but I could be ready at any time.”

“Great,” Jurtan said. “Let me explain a bit more of what you went through back in the tower since they like to make it all mystical instead of explaining what really happens.”

He sat down at a lightly burning campfire, so I joined him.

“The fasting is important,” he continued once we were sitting next to each other. “It helps refine your energy and remove any distractions from your body. Processing food requires internal energy, if you didn’t know. It ultimately creates energy as well, but better not to have any of your energy tied up trying to process food if you don’t have to.

“The location is also important. The chapel that we use back home is infused with energy-gathering runes. It has become soaked in energy over the generations. You need to perform the rune-carving in a location with a high level of energy so that you can infuse the new rune as fully as possible. The first time you charge the rune, its strength depends on how fully you can charge it. You can also use a dungeon or other natural concentration of energy if you can find one.

“Here, we can either go back to the chapel to do your rune or we can ask the legion to let us use their dungeon in the city that they keep for farming cards and gear.”

“They have a dungeon in the city?” I asked, turning to look at the walls behind us.

“Yes, but a very tame dungeon compared to the ones that have overrun this world. It is high level, but the legion keeps it under control. They are more than happy to let us use one of their staging rooms inside the dungeon for our work. It is part of our contract with them. You see, we generally prefer to avoid the tower back home as much as we can. Especially those of us in the special units, eh?” He gave me a sly smile.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it in the dungeon, then.”

“Great!” he replied. “Does tomorr—”

Before he could finish his sentence, he was cut off by a piercing cry above us. I looked up and saw a griffon bearing a knight in full plate armor. They were barreling down toward camp at a remarkable speed.

Jurtan jumped up at the sight, and several others around us did the same.

“What’s wrong?” I said to Jurtan. “Is that a bad sign?”

I hadn’t seen one of the griffons flying before, and it was a sight to see. Runes blazed across the creature’s body as it flew, and the knight on its back had just as many or more runes covering its plate armor.

The griffon and knight landed roughly in the middle of the camp. Jurtan took off toward them and I followed behind him more carefully.

“Jurtan,” I called to him, “what is going on?”

He ignored me and began to run significantly faster than the others around us. I pulled in more energy and gave myself a burst of speed to catch up to him. I had been around so many powerful people for so long that my sense of scale about my newly enhanced body was very hard to measure, but when Jurtan and I put on speed, we easily passed everyone around us, who looked like they were moving in slow motion. Most of them were support staff or squires, but still, it was a heady realization of how far I had come when measured against normal people all of a sudden.

Pushing that thought aside, I pulled up behind Jurtan as we arrived at where the griffon and knight had landed. Both the griffon and knight were wounded. Blood dripped from several arrows and a few black scorch marks on the griffon’s body. The knight’s armor was dented in several places.

“Attack,” the knight gasped out to the people who had approached them, “coming . . . to the city.”

“What?” several people cried out when they heard what he was saying.

Jurtan pushed himself forward and began to invoke several healing spells on the knight. “Speak,” he said as the healing took effect. “Tell us what is going on.”

“Ambush,” the knight said, sounding slightly recovered, “in the woods. It was a trap. They knew we were coming and brought more forces than we had expected. Our armies have been pushed to the east and are still fighting. But a large force is coming this way to take the city. They are almost here now. I was the only one to make it through.”

Murmuring broke out from those around us.

Jurtan looked around and saw that no officers were nearby. He began to point at various people and give them orders.

“Sound the alarm immediately,” he yelled at one squire. “Start evacuating all our supplies inside the city. First priority is food. Second priority is griffons. Third is the quartermaster tent. Go, go, go!”

Jurtan took off, leaving me behind. I let him go.

Everyone else took off to begin grabbing as much as they could. Soon after, I heard a horn blowing a signal that I had been told meant we were under attack.

I made my way over to the stables, where a number of people were unhitching the few griffons we had left and beginning to lead them toward the city. I also saw one person take off, riding a griffon toward the city walls, likely to warn the people inside.

The stables were set up as a number of open-aired wooden structures where the griffons could roost among hay while being penned in their own stalls. One building, I had noticed, was more solid and had no windows. There was only one door in as well.

I checked to make sure nobody was paying attention to me and then made myself invisible. As I did, I heard a yell behind me. I turned, thinking someone had seen me disappear, but realized the yell was because the wolves were approaching the camp from the north.

I saw Jurtan there. He was organizing a number of Runic Knights to hold off the hundred or more wolves that were bounding toward us. I was torn—a big part of me wanted to go help them defend the camp, but another part of me knew that this might be an opportunity I couldn’t afford to waste. My heart broke slightly as I turned away from Jurtan and moved toward the door to the building with no windows and only one door.

The door had a large metal lock with a rune engraved upon it, but a swipe from my energy claws cut through the lock without issue. I felt my invisibility strain as I manifested the claws, but I was able to hold the invisibility long enough to cut through the lock and then quickly released the energy in my hand.

I grabbed the lock before it fell, and it turned invisible as I drew it in toward my body. I checked to make sure everyone was still distracted and then quickly opened the door, ducked inside, and closed it behind me.

The inside of the building was dark, so I summoned a gentle light to illuminate the space around me. In front of me were a number of medium-sized wooden crates lying on the floor. Each one was big enough to hold something the size of a basketball at most. None of the crates were stacked on each other.

I approached the one closest to me and saw a number of runes engraved on it. The first was a Warmth rune, followed by a Stasis rune, a Protection rune, and a Strength rune. This had to be what I was looking for: the griffon eggs.

The crates must act as an easy way to keep the eggs healthy while the Stasis rune probably kept them from hatching until they could be given to the next Runic Knight that earned enough merits to gain one. There were at least twenty or more of the eggs in here.

Was I really going to do this? I felt disgusted with myself, but if I could get some of these back home, it could be a major boon for my people. It might make the difference between our survival and extinction as a species.

I picked up the crate in front of me to get a sense of how much the eggs weighed. It was heavier than I expected, but with my enhanced strength, it was easily manageable. I could probably balance four of them in my arms if I had to.

I put down the crate and opened the door a crack to make sure nobody was nearby. Seeing the area clear, I slipped out and looked around to see if I could find something better for carrying the eggs than just my hands.

At the corner of one of the stables nearby, I saw a handcart. It had hay in it, and there was a pitchfork nearby. I ran over to the handcart, and when I got there, I let my invisibility go and instead took a moment to disguise myself as a generic-looking tiefling wearing the same clothes I had seen on the other workers at the stable.

I grabbed the handcart and began to pull it over to the building that held the eggs. As I did, I heard and saw that the wolves had arrived. Oakenbranch and Willow had also arrived and were fighting with Jurtan and the other squires and knights to hold off as many wolves as they could. Unfortunately, there were too many for them to stop, and many of the wolves circled around them and began to ravage our camp.

After yanking open the door to the eggs, I pulled the cart as close as I could and began to pile as many crates as I could into the handcart. I could fit four of the crates on the handcart. I stacked another level of them on top of those four. I had to stop there, though, because any more would likely slide off.

I grabbed two more to carry and then summoned another illusion to make the crate look like it contained bags of grain. I concealed the crates in my hand as large jugs of water.

The strain of maintaining so many illusions was immense, but I pushed through it and began to pull the cart toward the road leading into the city. As I was moving through the camp, several of the workers that had been guiding the griffons toward the city were returning.

“Hey!” I yelled at them. “Someone told me to spread the word that there are still some griffon eggs remaining! A knight grabbed some to bring them to safety but someone needs to get the rest!”

The workers thanked me for letting me know and ran off toward the stables. Their gratitude made me feel like a real jerk.

I made it to the road and dragged the cart toward the city as fast as I could. Sweat broke out on my forehead from the strain of holding so many illusions. I also couldn’t pull the cart as fast as I could because I was trying to look like an average worker, so I couldn’t stand out by moving so quickly.

Finally, I approached the gates of the city, and I saw a large number of legionaries manning the wall and preparing to defend against the wolves. Several more ran up to me, urging me to move quickly into the city. One of them tried to help me with the cart, but I shook my head and told him I was fine. I didn’t want him touching the crates and disrupting the illusions.

Thankfully, the guard didn’t insist and went to help someone else following behind me.

I made it through the gate and pulled the handcart quickly down the main street until ducking into a side street and changing my illusions so I appeared to be a blue-skinned merchant. The cart and the crates in my hand became rolls of cloth I had seen for sale in the market.

I pulled the cart back into the main street and then took off quickly for the inn I was staying at. Once there, I pulled the cart around back and ran upstairs to unlock the door to my room. I placed the two crates I was carrying down in my room and then ran downstairs and unloaded the rest of the eggs. I let the illusions around the eggs go but maintained the one around myself.

I ducked back outside and grabbed the handcart. It didn’t have any markings on it, but I still didn’t want anyone asking about why a handcart was sitting outside the inn. I ran it through the streets for several minutes before ditching it in a small alley.

Then, seeing nobody else around, I turned invisible—letting my disguise fall—and then hurried back to my room.

Once inside, I locked my door tightly and slumped down in a nearby chair. I stared at the ten eggs I had stolen, feeling sick to my stomach. I had always considered myself a good person. But now I found myself owning a card that let me infiltrate people’s minds, and I had stolen something very precious from an order that had done nothing but try to help me. I wasn’t sure I was much of a good person anymore.
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I spent the night staring at the crates of eggs and feeling like a complete asshole for leaving Jurtan and the others behind in order to betray them. I tried to justify my actions over and over, but the later it got, the less convinced I became that the betrayal was worth it.

I managed to get a bit of fitful sleep. In the morning, I didn’t go down for breakfast and instead made my way to the academy disguised as a blue-skinned woman. When I approached the guards on the gate, they were especially vigilant. I hadn’t heard any fighting during the night, but the city seemed to be on edge as I walked through it this morning.

I told the guards I was there to see Professor Brehome and that my visit was important to the research being done inside. They looked at me skeptically, but one of them went to pass on the message.

Professor Brehome herself came to the gate a few minutes later and eyed me suspiciously.

“I’m here to discuss something in private with a friend who is assisting Professor Marchet,” I told her. Her eyes widened slightly at my words. She told the guards to let me through.

She led me to her office but stopped me in the hallway outside her door.

Before she could start to grill me or accuse me of being a spy of some kind, I released my illusion. She stepped back in surprise, and I smiled a bit at her reaction.

“Sorry about that,” I told her. “I am trying to keep a low profile right now. Our camp was attacked and I escaped in the confusion. I am hoping the order might think I died in the fight and not come looking for me.”

“That makes sense,” she said, recovering quickly from her surprise. “What do you need from us?”

“A place to stay?” I said. “A secure and private one. I have some things of my own that I need to keep hidden.”

“We can make that happen,” she said. “Bring what you need to the gate in the disguise you just used and I will get a room ready for you.”

“Do you have a cart of some kind I can use as well?” I asked. “The stuff I need to move is a bit delicate.”

“Hmm,” she said. “I’m sure we can find something.”

I disguised myself as the blue-skinned woman again and followed her as she led me back down the stairs and out of the building. We walked around the grounds until we came to a small gardener’s shack. Next to it was a medium-sized wagon.

“Normally,” she said, pointing at the wagon, “it takes just one of us to pull this around. I’m not sure if you can manage with your size, but I could get someone to help if you needed it.”

I pulled the wagon forward a couple of inches with one hand. “I should be able to manage. Thank you. This is perfect.”

I stepped forward and placed the brace that was clearly designed to go over the head of the person pulling the wagon on my shoulders. It was too large for my shoulders and clipped through my illusion, so I had to adjust the brace a bit to get it to stay. Then I modified my illusion to make the brace appear in the right position.

“Okay,” I told Professor Brehome. “All set. Thank you again. I should be back soon.”

I pulled the wagon toward the gate with ease, and the guards opened it at a signal from Professor Brehome.

I took off down the streets as quickly as I could. I pulled the cart around the back of the inn like I had yesterday, but this time, the innkeeper came out and demanded to know what I was doing.

“Picking some stuff up from one of the men staying here,” I told him. “He is engaged in defending the wall right now and sent me over to grab his things.”

The innkeeper looked skeptical, but I showed him the key to my room and he let me inside. I entered my room and disguised the crates as armor, weapons, tents, and other equipment. I also grabbed my own backpack and stuffed it full of my gear before throwing it in the wagon behind all the disguised crates.

After I was done, I gave the key back to the landlord and did something I had never done before. I reached into his mind with my Mental Control card and knocked him unconscious. As he slumped to the ground, I began to root through his mind and delete any memory he had of my staying here for the past week and of a blue-skinned woman loading a wagon behind his inn. I tried to be as gentle as I could, but I knew that my inexperience and haste were doing some damage to the innocent innkeeper.

After wiping the innkeeper of every memory I could find related to me, I stepped back into the brace for the wagon and pulled it back across town to the academy.

Once I was there, the guards waved me in, and I saw Professor Brehome gesturing toward me from the building that housed the laboratory in the basement.

“We have a suite for you in here,” she said. “Can I help you unload?”

“No, this may look like regular equipment, but it is very delicate. I need to take it up myself. Thank you, though.”

“Okay,” she said, giving me a bit of a suspicious look. “I’ll show you up to your room.”

The room was on the first floor, thankfully, and in the middle of a long hallway filled with doors that presumably led to other rooms like mine. Professor Brehome opened one of the doors with a key and then gave it to me.

“You will have complete privacy here,” she told me. “This floor is used by our researchers below, so it is guarded well.”

“Thank you again,” I said. “I’m sorry to drop all of this on you so quickly, but I saw an opportunity and had to take it.”

“Of course. It was going to come to this someday anyway if you truly wanted to get back home. They would have never allowed you to do that once they realized you had such advanced runic knowledge. Even what you showed to Professor Marchet is beyond what is allowed to be shared with a transitioned world.”

After that, she said her goodbyes, and I unloaded the wagon and then returned it to the gardeners shed.

My room was several times larger than the room at the inn. It had a large living room with couches, chairs, and a desk. It also had a furnished bedroom with a very comfortable-looking bed and a bathroom with another bath with functional hot and cold water.

I pulled the bed to one side and put the crates holding the ten eggs I had stolen next to each other in the bedroom. Then I slumped, feeling exhausted from the emotional toll of what I was doing and the effort of maintaining so many illusions at once.

A few hours later, Professor Marchet knocked on my door and invited me to lunch with him. I disguised myself as a nondescript blue-skinned man and accepted his offer. He didn’t seem surprised—or to even notice—that I had changed my appearance right in front of him.

He showed me where the cafeteria was, and we ate while discussing the progress he had been making with his rune-crafting. I tried to keep up with his excitement, but my mind kept wandering to worries about Jurtan and the others and whether Tawny was alright or not.

After lunch, I joined him in the laboratory and helped teach him some more runes and correct some of the runes he had been working on while I was gone.

The next day, I made my way out into the city in my disguise and tried to learn what I could about what had happened to the order. Rumors were all over the place, but one thing everyone agreed on was that most of the order had managed to survive and was helping protect the walls. I hoped that was true.

I also learned that the city was officially under siege. All of the gates had been closed and the legion was busy manning the walls. The city was also calling up their militia, and all young men and women were ordered to report to their units for equipping and further training.

When I realized the city had an organized militia, I changed my disguise to an elderly blue-skinned man to avoid any questions about why I wasn’t training with them.

I also noticed a lot of legionaries were going from business to business, tallying supplies and keeping track of how many people were in the city. It seemed extremely efficient, and I admired the way that nobody seemed to be fighting the legion as they tallied up how much food each home had, made a note of any valuable cards or magical items that could be used for defense of the city, and other things like that.

I asked some locals that I came across if there was a place I could see over the wall, and they directed me to a public library of sorts. They said it had several floors and was open to the public. I followed their directions and found that I wasn’t the only one interested in using the library to peer over the wall. A long line of people was coming and going from the library. I waited patiently for my turn, and when I got inside, I was directed up a set of stairs by a clearly frustrated librarian. I waited my turn until I was able to stand in front of a large window on the fifth floor that looked out over the wall to the north of the city.

There, I could see the army that had come to besiege the city.

“Wow,” I said in shock at the sight.

The army stretched for miles, surrounding the entire city. Thousands and thousands of Lupusians were out there. I could also make out a large formation of several hundred ogres and an equal or greater number of cthuloids near them. Interspersed throughout the army were also the giant, mantis-like insects I had been told about before. They were massive—easily as tall as the walls of the city. Their scythe-like arms hung so low they scraped the ground as they walked.

I couldn’t tell if the city could hold out against this army, but I had to imagine those insects and the hundreds of ogres were going to be a major problem.

I glanced over the wall of the city and was relieved to see a banner of the Order of the Runic Knights hanging over a portion of the western wall, where a number of knights and squires stood guard. I was too far away to make out individual people, so I couldn’t tell if Jurtan was there or not.

I also saw thousands of legion soldiers on the wall, so even with the army gone, they had left a good-strength army behind to guard the city. That was good to see and not totally surprising, given the competence I had seen from the blue-skinned legion so far.

I also saw the militia practicing in all of the city’s open squares. There had to be thousands more militia members who were also going to help hold the walls. That gave me some hope that the city could withstand the siege.

“Keep moving, please,” someone said kindly. I stepped away from the window and followed the others who had come to see the enemy outside the city.

It was good to see so many people from the order had made it back safely. I knew they were a tough bunch, so hopefully the wolves hadn’t been able to kill too many of them. The downside to that was that if Jurtan or the others started to wonder where I was, they might not believe I had been killed in the initial attack. Maybe I should have gone back and created an illusion of my death. But they knew about my illusion magic and knew I could go invisible, so they would have probably questioned seeing me die unless I had been able to take a large number of the wolves with me—which would have been impossible from a distance.

Oh well, that was in the past. Time to figure out what to do about the future.

I made my way back to the campus and settled into a routine of helping Professor Marchet, keeping myself disguised unless I was in the privacy of my room, and trying to figure out what the missing rune could be. As the city settled into the siege, I occasionally heard fighting from the walls, where the army was probing our defenses. They hadn’t committed to a full attack, but rumors I heard from others at the academy claimed that they were building thousands of ladders in the woods nearby.

The academy also cleared out significantly. All of the young men and women were called on to provide magical support to the militia. That left only the teachers, guards, and staff at the academy. It was a lonely feeling after the bustling energy of so many students had permeated the building. Combined with the kernel of guilt I hadn’t been able to erase, I found myself slipping into a bit of depression.

After a week, Professor Marchet had a breakthrough on the issue of the missing rune.

“I believe,” he told me one day as we were poring over one of my books on runes, “that the unknown rune must represent my world. All the other runes relate to the formation and stability of the portal, but how would it know which location to target? Especially if the person forming the portal had never been to our world. It must be some secret of the gods, who pass it on to the few portal masters that need to know which world to travel to.”

That made so much sense I felt like an idiot for not catching it sooner. It also made sense, considering what I knew about runes. The location rune would likely provide the key to targeting this world with the portal, and then the individual who formed the portal could influence where it formed on the planet in the same way people could bend their energy or runes to match concepts in their minds. Whatever power existed in these various worlds, it was clear that the human mind had a large influence on it.

“That means,” I responded, “that for me to get home, I would need to find out what Earth’s rune was.”

“Indeed, yes,” the professor replied, “and then also be able to shape the rune to a location on your planet as close to home as possible.”

“We could probably shape a rune for somewhere on your planet,” I said, thinking things through, “for your people to escape through.”

“Yes,” he replied, “but nowhere on our planet is truly safe. We have lost this war already. My people are just delaying the inevitable. I suspect Professor Brehome was planning to ask you to allow us to settle on your world once she learned you weren’t from a world that has been dominated by a clan or the gods.”

“Ah,” I said, realizing their dilemma. “She has that kind of pull with your people to decide something like that?”

“Yes, well . . .” he replied, seeming a little embarrassed. “She is, umm, you know, one of the leaders of the legion and all. Some say she is the leader of the legion. In this city, at least.”

“She is?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes, well . . .” he said, stammering now. “We don’t like to advertise it or anything, but whoever directed you to her was probably trying to recruit you to our cause. Professor Brehome runs a number of operations around the city to gather information and all that. That’s one of the reasons she rose to such a position after our leaders abandoned us and the world was sundered.”

I wasn’t sure whether to feel impressed or angry at how easily she had recruited me. Then again, I had glimpsed what she had in mind for her people and it was nothing but survival. If that was her plan, then our goals were aligned. I didn’t even mind helping her people settle on Earth. They would be a great boon to fighting off the monsters, and their knowledge on how to prevent my world from failing would serve us well.

Plus, I couldn’t help but imagine showing up at the doorstep of the city by the sea with an entire army of blue-skinned veterans in legionary armor at my back. I grinned, imagining the look on that raven’s face at the sight.

“Alright,” I told him. “I’ll talk to her about that next time I see her. In the meantime, how can we figure out the symbol for my world?”

“Your camp was overrun,” Professor Marchet said with a frown, “so they likely had to deactivate the portal or risk an invasion of their world. I imagine at some point they will try to re-open contact, won’t they?”

“Yes,” I said, “probably to reinforce our people here, and they could help resupply the city as well.”

“If we can afford the supplies without our army here to supply your people with cards . . .” Professor Marchet said, sounding the most bitter I had ever heard him.

“You think they would do that?”

“Yes,” he said, looking away from me. “They don’t run a charity. They would supply our city with food, but only if we could pay their exorbitant rates.”

“Huh,” I said, a bit surprised. “I had heard they were charging a lot, but they didn’t seem the type to watch your people starve when they could help.”

He shrugged and turned away, clearly upset by the topic.

To think, I sat at a nearby desk I had taken over for my workspace. If they reformed the portal to Ambrosia, I could maybe get close enough to read the mind of the portal master and find out what runes they knew. But to get an in-depth read of their mind, I’d have to get them isolated and probe their mind deeply, not just their surface thoughts. There was no chance the portal master would be randomly thinking about the rune for Earth when forming a portal back to Ambrosia.

“Listen,” I said, standing up, “I think we should start crafting the runes on your portal here. We can wait to craft the destination, but we should be ready to finish the portal as quickly as we can if we do find out the rune for my world.”

Professor Marchet agreed quickly, his excitement returning as if it had never left. He brought over the engraving tools he had been using, but I waved a hand at him.

“We have a bit of a shortcut that we use,” I said, channeling energy to my finger until it glowed a fierce purple.

He stared in shock at my finger and then looked down at his own. “How are you doing that?”

“I’ll show you,” I said, grinning.

I spent the rest of the day trying to teach Professor Marchet how to channel his energy, until I realized he had no understanding of how to utilize the world’s energy and didn’t have an evolved card of his own to channel with.

Feeling dumb, I explained the problem to him, and he said he would send a message to Professor Brehome, asking to find a couple of loyal people to learn from me. They would need trained people able to fill runes anyway, so I agreed.

That night, I left the academy under disguise and scouted out the order’s camp next to the wall. I was a bit nervous about approaching them, sure that someone would recognize me or somehow Jurtan would be able to sense me, but under my invisibility and by cloaking my energy, I was almost entirely undetectable.

I snuck around the camp until I found where they were reconstructing the portal. It looked like they hadn’t been able to salvage any of the stone from the original portal and were having to rebuild it from stone they were having brought in from the city. Professor Brehome was probably selling that to them at an extremely high cost, if I had to guess.

The order had people working on shaping the portal stone even at night, but it looked like it wouldn’t be done for at least a week or more, judging by how little they had completed since the siege began. I scanned the minds of the people working the stone, but they seemed to just be specialized laborers capable of shifting stone with their cards. Likely knights who had an evolved stone-based card. From what I could gather from their minds, the work was exhausting and they were annoyed at having to work day and night on the project, but they also understood how important it was and so were trying their best.

The loyalty they displayed, even in their annoyance, made me burn with shame. I pushed my guilt and self-disgust aside and went back to my room at the academy.

The next morning, I began to carve the runes on the portal stone in the laboratory. Professor Brehome had sent over two grizzled legion veterans, a man and a woman, who said they both had fully evolved cards. They had never tried channeling their energy into a rune, since runes were so rare around here, but when I showed them how to do it, they caught on pretty quickly.

I put Professor Marchet to work engraving objects and then had the two legionaries fill the runes for practice. Professor Brehome showed up around midday and told us to stop being idiots and called for armor and weapons to be brought for us to enhance instead of random useless objects.

When I expressed worry that the order would know something was wrong if they saw anything with runes engraved on it, she assured me that she would keep the armor and weapons in reserve for only her elite unit unless it became absolutely necessary to use the equipment to save the city.

I couldn’t say no to that. Plus, I couldn’t really stop them if I wanted to now that Professor Marchet knew enough about engraving.

So I carefully and meticulously formed the runes on the portal stone while Professor Marchet and the two legionaries filled runes on armor and weapons that Professor Brehome had dumped near our work area.

By the end of the day, I was exhausted but had completed several of the runes in perfect form. I scouted out the order’s progress on their portal and then went to sleep.

The next morning, I stopped by Professor Brehome’s office before meeting with Professor Marchet.

After she let me into her office, we made some small talk about the project and I asked her how the city was holding out. She said that she was confident it could hold long enough for either the main army to make its way back from the east or a relief army to be formed and sent north from their other cities.

“Professor,” I said, eventually getting to the point of my visit, “can I use your dungeon for a couple of days? I am ready to perform a ritual of my order but need to do it in your dungeon.”

“Ah,” she said, “of course you can. Your order made access to our dungeon for just such a purpose—one of their requirements for coming here. They are too busy right now, so we have several rooms available. I can have someone show you the way whenever you want.”

“Great,” I said. “I really appreciate it. I will likely be there for at least a day or two. I just need to complete the ritual before the order finishes their portal.”

“You wouldn’t happen to want to share the nature of the ritual, would you?”

“I already feel like a real asshole for what I am doing,” I said, “but I need to do it to get home and try to warn whoever I can about what I have learned from your world. Let’s try not to make it any worse for me, okay?”

She smiled in understanding. “I understand completely. I have had to do things I never thought I would do to keep my people alive. It is a burden on our soul, but one we must bear for our people.”

I was far from being as self-sacrificing as she was and was absolutely not comfortable considering myself some kind of hero trying to save my world, but before I could object, I realized that was exactly what I was trying to do.

I shrugged uncomfortably instead, then quickly said my goodbyes and left.

I went to my work area in the laboratory and told Professor Marchet I would be gone for a few days to work on a project of my own. I still needed to finish the runes on the portal stone, but he was busy with the two legionaries who were mastering rune-crafting, so he didn’t seem to mind me taking a bit of a break.

I grabbed my journal with my notes on what I wanted to do in the dungeon, and by the time I was ready to go, a woman approached and told me that she was there to guide me to the dungeon.

I followed her out of the academy and over to a small guard station several streets away. There, several legionaries guarded the entrance to the stone building. The woman guided me inside and directed another legion member to take me to a dungeon room and give me whatever I needed until I left.

I followed the legion soldier, and he took me to a dark blue dungeon portal. I followed the soldier inside and saw that the legion had learned to utilize their dungeons much like the people on Ambrosia had. The first floor was a staging area with a large open space and several rooms set along the outer walls. I could imagine the room was normally fuller, but given the city was under siege, there were only about five other guards sitting around the stairs that led deeper into the dungeon.

“He’s here for one of the rooms,” the guard who had shown me in said to the rest. The five legionaries in here turned a skeptical eye on me. What they saw was an elderly blue-skinned man that should probably be retiring on a farm somewhere, not spending time in a dungeon.

“I’ll need fresh water,” I said in my best old-man illusionary voice. “And to be left undisturbed for a day or possibly longer.”

The guards looked at each other, and I could see them deciding whatever I was doing wasn’t their problem to figure out. One of the guards pointed to a room set along the wall. I thanked him and entered the nearest one.

The room was spartan but adequate for what I planned to do. There was a bed, a desk, and a thick rug on the floor. One of the guards brought me a large jug of water and a glass.

“Thanks,” I said to the guard. He grunted in reply, but in a friendly way.

I shut and locked the door after he left. The room had the pervasive light that existed in every dungeon, so it was easy to see, even with no windows.

I put my journal down on the desk and ran through the runes I planned to use one more time. Jurtan had told me I’d earned one rune for completing my first mission, but now that I wasn’t working under the order’s rules anymore, I decided I didn’t have to pick one of the two rune combinations I had been debating between. It would be a strain on my body to adjust to two new runes at once, especially since they were both going to be rune combinations and not just simple runes, but I was confident I could handle the strain. I also needed every edge I could get if I was going to make it off this world in one piece.

I ran over the two rune combinations I was planning to engrave. The first was a combination of Efficiency-Control-Illusion, and I would infuse it only using my new illusion domain. The second was similar, except it was Efficiency-Control-Energy instead of Efficiency-Control-Illusion, and I would infuse it with world energy instead of a specialized type of energy. My belief was that this would allow me to channel my illusion magic through the rune much like I did when I channeled energy into my core through the Efficiency rune. Doing so should magnify the power of my energy and give me greater control over it as well. In mathematical terms, if my original Efficiency rune made my internal core energy five times more powerful, then by also channeling that energy through another efficiency rune on the way out, I should make it another five times as powerful—or more—when I released the energy.

I also considered only creating the rune to enhance my use of the world’s energy, but if I did that, then I would lose a portion of that efficiency anytime I tried to tailor the world’s energy to a specific type of effect. Like right now, whenever I used some of my energy to summon an illusory effect, I had to first fill my core with energy through my Efficiency rune, then channel that energy outside of myself and convert it into the illusory effect I desired.

By creating a rune specifically tailored for illusory magic, I hoped that I wouldn’t lose any efficiency when I channeled my illusory spells through that rune. It should make my illusory effects more powerful.

I took off my shirt, settled down in a meditative pose on the rug in the center of the room, and began to meditate. I pictured the first of the two rune combinations I planned to engrave on myself. I pictured it like a three-dimensional image in front of me. I twisted it and turned it to make sure I understood every single thing about the rune.

Hours passed in silent meditation. I felt the energy of the dungeon all around me. It was thick and potent. I drew it into my core as I meditated, letting it permeate my body and mind completely.

When I felt ready, I channeled illusory energy into my pointer finger on my right hand and began to very carefully and very slowly engrave the Efficiency-Control-Illusion rune combination onto my left arm. I started just behind my wrist. The runes had to be large enough to stabilize, so I had to wrap them completely around my forearm. I continued up my arm, slowly but confidently completing the Efficiency rune. Then, without breaking the pattern, I combined that rune into the Control rune, which covered most of my upper forearm. Finally, very delicately, I engraved the Illusion rune until my arm, up to about an inch beyond my elbow, was covered in runes.

Finished, and feeling that I had completed the runes perfectly, I began to channel illusion energy into the rune. I pulled the energy from the dungeon through my Efficiency rune and pushed it into my core. Then I converted that energy into illusionary energy and began to fill my new rune combination with as much energy as it could handle. I pulled so much energy from the dungeon I began to lose all sense of time and space. The room faded and I found myself existing in the void that I had originally thought of when I absorbed the knowledge of the core. The knowledge that we were all just consciousnesses in a dark void, receiving nothing but electrical signals in our brains that created the illusion of the world around us, filled my mind.

I rejected the pure nihilism of that thought and instead balanced it with the second realization I had when I absorbed the dungeon’s knowledge. We might just be a collection of nerves in a brain, but that didn’t make our brains any less amazing. They created beauty, love, and passion. They gave a mother and father the first view of their newborn baby. They gave us the sound of friends laughing together over drinks. They gave us the feeling of another person running their fingers along our skin.

We might all just be nothing more than a bundle of nerves in a tiny brain surrounded by darkness, but that just made it even more amazing that so much could come from so little.

As I channeled these two concepts into my new runes, I also kept in mind what I wanted the runes to do when I channeled my illusory magic through them. I felt the concepts meld together into a cohesive whole and the runes felt ready to burst with power.

Once I felt I couldn’t channel any more energy into the runes, I let the energy of my core relax. I felt exhausted, but I didn’t pass out this time. I could tell that a big reason for that was because my first rune provided me with such a high concentration of energy to use.

I opened my eyes and looked down at the rune combination engraved on my left arm. It shone with the white energy I had encountered inside the dungeon core. The runes winding up my forearm were beautiful to look at. The white light wasn’t harsh like a fluorescent bulb, but instead, it was a soft, gentle white that illuminated the room around me.

I climbed wearily to my feet and drank a large amount of water before lying down on the bed nearby. I slept deeply, and when I woke up, I covered myself in my illusions—not channeling energy through my arm yet—and left the room to refill my water and take care of business. Once I returned, I dropped the illusion and resumed meditating.

I let the energy of the dungeon refresh me as I meditated, and I felt ready to engrave the second rune combination after just a few hours of meditation. I focused my energy into the pointer finger of my left hand and then copied the runes exactly onto my right forearm, except for the very last one, where I made the rune for Energy instead of Illusion. Conceptually, carving this rune was significantly easier than carving the other rune. I didn’t have to wrestle with the concept of illusions, instead simply channeling energy itself and making sure to crystallize what I wanted the rune to do into the carving.

When I was done, I began channeling the world’s energy into the runes. I filled them to bursting, just like I had with the other rune combination, and then cut off the channeling before I injured myself.

Looking down, I saw that my right forearm up past my elbow was now covered in almost identical runes, but these ones glowed with the same vibrant purple as the rune over my heart. I held both of my arms up in front of me and marveled at how they glowed. I didn’t risk channeling energy through them yet because I felt drained in both body and mind, but I felt a deep sense of pride that I had accomplished my goal. I could feel that the runes would work as I intended. They would give me a significant edge even over the other members of the order who had been engraving runes on themselves for many years.

I also knew that if I hadn’t chosen the efficiency rune for my first engraving, I wouldn’t have been able to accomplish even a single one of these rune combinations. The amount of energy required to fill them was significantly higher than I had been able to charge before I completed the rune over my heart. If I didn’t have that rune, I would have likely faltered during the engraving process and seriously maimed myself. At best, I would have only been able to charge the runes so little that it would probably have been better to not channel energy through them at all because they’d be so weak as to be almost useless.

I put my shirt back on, summoned my disguise, and stepped out of my room to ask the guards if they could bring me some food. They obliged, and I ate a quick meal at a nearby table before thanking the guards and leaving the dungeon.

Outside, it was dark. The sky above the city was clear, and I could see thousands and thousands of stars above me. After being cooped up in the little dungeon room, I found the night air refreshing. Moments of claustrophobia, caused by my imprisonment, crept in from time to time while I was in there, but I firmly pushed the feeling out of my mind to focus on the task at hand.

Now that I was out, I recognized my feelings had been weighing on my shoulders while I was inside, and I had been ignoring it. I stood straighter and took several deep breaths, enjoying the crisp night air.

Then, feeling better, I channeled energy through my left arm and cloaked myself in invisibility. I felt almost no strain as the weave of invisibility and silence and the absence of smell settled over me. I dispelled the illusionary disguise and began to channel energy through my right arm to form claws around my fists. Before, I hadn’t been able to hold my invisibility and charge my energy at the same time. Now I could feel the two energies still fighting each other, but each energy source was so refined and my control over the two energies was so much greater that I could hold them apart somehow and keep them from conflicting with each other as heavily as they had done before.

I paid close attention to the two energies. Exponential growth was required to maintain both my invisibility and charge something with my energy. Fortunately, I could hold the two for much longer than I had been able to do before thanks to the runes I had carved into myself.

I dispelled my claws but maintained my invisibility as I began the trek back over to the campus. As I did, I summoned Oliver and let him frolic around my invisible form as we walked. Once he was imbued with what I thought of as my decision-making energy, I then summoned another bird. And another. And another. I kept summoning birds until I had a small flock of them above me as I walked.

Whereas before I had only been able to summon five or so birds at once, I felt almost one hundred of them in the flock above me. I began to invest them with energy. I was able to give four more of the illusions the same level of realism as I had given Oliver before I felt the strain. I was also able to imbue the other birds with less energy but enough that they could fly and follow me without me having to actively direct them.

It was a massive improvement, and I could tell that with practice I could continue to expand my ability to infuse them with full decision-making energy.

I made it back to the academy, and I shifted from invisibility to my regular disguise to get in. I wasn’t sure how many days had passed while I was in the dungeon, but I felt like I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep for at least two days. I made it to my room, made sure that the eggs and my equipment were undisturbed, and then crashed hard in my bed.
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The next morning, I ate a large breakfast and then found Professor Marchet to let him know I was going to check on the order’s progress building their portal. He was happy to see me and had a lot of questions about where I had been, but I told him I couldn’t really discuss it and made an excuse to get out of there as soon as I could.

I left the academy and then made my way across the city to where the order had been camping. As I went, I saw very few people out and about. The city was still intact, but people seemed more worried that nobody had come to relieve the siege by now. I heard whispered conversations as I walked, but nobody was stopping to chat for long.

When I was close to the order’s camp, I could hear the sounds of battle from somewhere nearby. I ducked into an alley and turned invisible. I took a few steps away from the two-story building I was next to and then ran and launched myself up the wall. With my physical enhancements, I was strong and fast enough to jump almost halfway up the building. Then, with just a couple of pushes upward with my hands and feet, I was able to grasp the lip of the roof two stories up. I pulled myself up and over the edge of the roof and then looked around to make sure nobody had spotted me.

Seeing that I was in the clear, I looked around the roof. It was flat, and I could see that whoever lived or worked in the building below me had turned the roof into a small garden. Vegetables and flowers adorned a number of wooden planters. Thankfully, nobody was up here.

I made my way over to the edge of the roof that overlooked the order’s camp. There, I saw that the wall north of where the order was stationed was under attack. The Lupusians were climbing hundreds of ladders placed against the wall, while the large insects were reaching over the wall and attacking the legion, which was trying to dislodge the wolves climbing the ladders.

I couldn’t see any cthuloids or ogres attacking. I scanned the order’s camp below and found the portal stone that was over halfway complete. I scanned the people I could see on the wall and finally was able to find Oakenbranch—who stood out from the crowd since he was a giant tree. I saw Willow next to him. The others were standing around and watching the army encamped in the distance. I was relieved to see they had all survived.

I settled in on the roof and watched the attack. The legion was skilled in fighting the mantises. Their spell-card wielders blew them up from a distance, helping free up the legionaries on the wall so they could cut down the wolves who made it up the ladders.

After about twenty minutes, some unspoken command must have rung out because the wolves and mantises retreated from the wall. The ranged and spell-card legionaries and militia continued to attack the retreating army until it was out of range.

Healers rushed the walls as soon as the attackers had started retreating, and I saw that many of the wounded had already recovered near the base of the wall. The legion’s strength, even more than their organization, had to be in their healers. It was remarkable to see how effective healers could be in large-scale warfare in this new world. It was nothing like war had been on Earth, where wounds could take months or years to heal and most injured soldiers were left permanently disabled if they survived at all.

After the attack was repelled, I saw several order members return from wherever they had been sheltering and begin to work on the portal again. They slowly shaped blocks of stone into the portal, melding them together to form a perfect circle. I scanned their minds and those of other people nearby but didn’t turn up anyone that was thinking about portal runes.

I watched for another hour, guilt churning in my gut as my eyes kept returning to my former group. Finally, realizing I was just causing myself unnecessary pain, I made my way down the wall into the alley and returned to the academy.

There, I spent the rest of the day carving the runes into the portal and trying to ignore Professor Marchet, who kept bugging me for more information about what I had accomplished while I was gone.

At night, since I needed less sleep these days thanks to my cloak, I practiced summoning my birds and infusing them with my energy. I hadn’t been able to keep Oliver summoned, since he was rather distinctive, and if anyone from the order saw him, they might figure out who I was. That left only the privacy of my room to practice in, which slowed things down.

The good news was that my internal infusion of energy had more or less become passive now. I no longer had to think about summoning energy into my core and dispersing it throughout my body to enhance my physical characteristics. I no longer woke up at night having lost the enhancements, either. That also included the energy I was using to cloak my own core, which had become as easy to maintain passively as my other enhancements.

In my room, I summoned as many birds as I could to determine the maximum number of illusions I could hold through my new rune. I lost count after at least a hundred of them. The majority ran on just the most basic of bird commands, mindlessly obeying one command when I summoned them. Some I set to hopping around the floor, some I set to sitting still, and others I set to quietly cooing or moving their heads back and forth. Things like that. Oliver, who I summoned first, was still the most lifelike. I was also able to maintain four other birds at a higher level of energy infusion. They weren’t as perfect as Oliver, but I had them perched on the bed next to me and they would play with each other, watch the other birds, and sing or call out almost like natural birds.

The rest of the suite was filled with a madhouse of different kinds of birds, and I marveled at how many illusions I could summon even if they weren’t super lifelike. If I had commanded all of them to sing or call to each other, the sound would be deafening. As it was, if I ever needed to disappear like an old-school stage magician, I could pretty easily cover my tracks by manifesting a hundred birds right in someone’s face.

The next day, I managed to finish the runes on the portal stone. I left an excited Professor Marchet behind and went and found Professor Brehome in her office.

“At this point,” I told her once I got settled in and we finished making small talk, “I think I have done my part in training your people and demonstrating that I am willing to help you all out as much as I can. I need to get the portal cards from you so I can start practicing before we need to use them for the real thing.”

She looked at me appraisingly, but after a moment, she nodded at what I was saying. “I agree, and I do appreciate all you have done for us. It is more than any other tourist has done. My people owe you a debt and we will not forget it.” She summoned her cards from her chest and grasped them in her hand. “I want to discuss one more thing,” she said, flipping through her cards. “About where my people may go to find refuge through this portal.”

“Professor Marchet mentioned you may want to settle on my world,” I said.

“Did he?” she replied, raising an eyebrow. “What a little gossipmonger he is.”

“Yeah, he doesn’t seem to have much of a filter on him. I have no problem with your people settling on my world. You should know that I suspect my world may be in a worse position than yours, though. My people were even less prepared than yours, and a large number of them have died already. I suspect we will be classified as a dying world soon unless something can be done to educate my people about the importance of clearing dungeons and other things like that. And I can guarantee my world has nothing like your legion to help us.”

“Hmm,” she said, thinking about what I had said. “That is concerning news. How long ago did your people transition?”

“About a year or two now, I think?” I replied. “It has been hard to keep track of time, but I think I know it has been two winters at least.”

“Well, then your people still have time. We transitioned fifteen years ago now.”

“Fifteen years?” I said, shocked. “I had no idea.”

“Yeah, the gods, for all their cruelty, do give a transitioned world time to adapt, but sometimes there is nothing that can be done, no matter how hard a few people try.”

“Well, if your people came to our world with all the knowledge you have gained now, you could help us make a difference, I am sure. And if my world does end up losing its fight, maybe we can figure out a new world to escape to together. And if that world isn’t safe, we’ll try to save it as well or keep moving until we get it right.”

She gave me a fierce grin. “Agreed. We will fight together for your world if you help us escape our dying one.”

“And,” I said, rushing to make sure she understood everything, “I have to tell you I am not some great leader back home or anything. I am a shopkeeper. I run a tiny shop in the middle of nowhere. I will do my best to help your people, and I think I have some influence with a fair number of people around my area, but I just want you to know the situation completely.”

She laughed. “Somehow, I doubt you are just a simple shopkeeper, as you claim. But I understand what you are saying, and I appreciate your directness.”

“No, really,” I tried to insist. “I really am just a shopkeeper.”

“Here,” she said, handing me a card, “Shopkeeper Jake, take this. Practice until you can make us a portal out of here. Just so you understand, my people number around a hundred thousand in total, including the cities and towns to the south. If we get your portal working, we would only move a small force through to find a suitable place for us to settle. It would be years before we could move all of my people through to your world, but the sooner we get started, the sooner my people will be safe.”

I looked down at the card in my hand, nodding at her as she finished speaking.

Dimensional Control

Level 1

Rare Power

The veil between worlds is nothing to those that have learned to harness the power of the different dimensions.

The possessor of this card is able to manipulate, bend, or pierce the veil between worlds. The possessor of this card gains significant resistance to dimensional manipulation by others. The possessor of this card can sense and manipulate dimensional energy at will.

The card was a glowing and dangerous-looking shade of purple. It felt almost illusory in my hand, as if it existed not just on this plane of existence but on many others. It was the same evolution as my Mental Control card, but I didn’t get a chance to see what cards merged to form this card, so I had less of an idea of what I could do with it.

“Can you tell me the cards that went into evolving this?” I asked Professor Brehome.

“Yes,” she said, shuffling through her desk for a minute. “Ah, here it is.” She handed me a sheet of paper and told me to keep it.

I thanked her, added the card to my active deck, and then told her I would likely be watching the order camp for the next few days to keep an eye on their portal. She wished me well and told me not to worry about Professor Marchet; she would make sure he understood.

Outside of her office, I activated my new card and pictured myself stepping forward as if I was completing a Dimensional Step but without using that card. I teleported forward down the hallway in exactly the same way as I could with Dimensional Step. I could also sense I could go further than the card had allowed before. I practiced teleporting back and forth down the hallway. I also had no cooldown on the ability anymore. That was a significant upgrade.

I left the academy and resumed my invisible perch over the order’s camp. There was no attack on this part of the wall when I arrived, so I settled in and watched the Runic Knights go about their business and randomly scanned people’s minds to see if I could sense anything useful.

I didn’t see my old group on the wall today—maybe they were considered an elite unit that only came to the wall when an attack was going on. I spent the day observing the camp but found out nothing useful.

I practiced my illusions carefully by summoning very small copies of insects from Earth on the roof behind me. I could only summon about fifteen at most while maintaining my invisibility, but I pushed myself to hold those fifteen for as long as I could before having to dismiss them to increase my ability to multitask.

The next day passed the same way. By the third day, the order had finally completed the portal stone, and I watched carefully as they put the finishing touches on it. Once they did, I saw a man in full plate armor covered in glowing runes approach the portal stone. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and I could see he was a high elf with long, flowing golden hair and sharp, pointed ears. He also looked like he was a veteran, because even from here I could see a number of scars on his face and scalp, and he had a no-nonsense look about him that would make any squire obey.

I concentrated on reading his active thoughts as he opened the portal at the same time as I tried to sense what he did with his energy. His active thoughts were mostly focused on manipulating his energy, which was helpful. The combination of reading his thoughts and sensing his energy showed me a lot about how he summoned a portal. He invoked his dimensional magic and I could read his mind to see that he concentrated on the concept of piercing this world and another world and then drawing those tiny holes together to form a bridge between the two worlds. As he focused on this world and the other world, I could sense in his mind the rune that I had come to believe represented this world. Then, when he pictured the other world he was connecting to, which I believed was Ambrosia, I sensed him focus on another rune. I quickly concentrated on that rune and memorized it as fully as I could.

After that, he drew the two runes together and conceptualized making the smallest of pinpricks in reality on each world and then lining them up perfectly. Once he lined them up, the portal flared to life in the portal stone.

The method of forming the portal was about what I had imagined it would be, but it was good to have actually seen it before I started experimenting with punching holes in reality.

The rune for Ambrosia, meanwhile, was excellent to have. It wasn’t Earth, but if I couldn’t find the rune for Earth here, I could try searching on Ambrosia if I figured out how to form a portal there safely.

Seeing the portal master begin to leave the area, I quickly dropped into the alley and moved to follow him. He walked at a brisk pace back into one of the nearby buildings. I darted forward and ducked inside after him, hoping my invisibility would keep me hidden.

My heart was pounding as I followed after the elf. I was more nervous doing this than when I entered a dungeon, I realized. I was afraid of getting caught and being confronted with my betrayal. Imagining Jurtan, Willow, or even Tawny finding out what I had done was more painful than the thought of risking my life fighting crazy monsters.

I caught up to the man as he entered an office on the main floor of the building. He closed his door before I could follow him inside, but the only other people around were busy in their offices as well, so I was able to walk up to the door without anyone noticing my invisibility. I looked in some of the other offices. A number of senior officers were in here doing logistical work of some kind.

I definitely did not want to try to fight my way out of here; if the other officers around here were like the portal master, they probably had a full complement of equipment and personally engraved runes, as well as years of combat experience.

I positioned myself next to the portal master’s door, as far out of the way as I could. Then, invoking my Mental Control card, I probed inside to try to find the man’s mind. Since I had already skimmed his surface thoughts, it was easy to latch onto his mind with my card from this close.

I summoned my will and my Mental Control card and commanded the man to fall into a deep sleep. I felt his mind resist the compulsion, and his thoughts began to spike in alarm when he realized what was happening to him.

Worried he would call for help, I pushed harder at his mind, commanding him to be confused and disoriented. I could tell that worked slightly better; the man’s thoughts became confused, and he didn’t seem able to cry out or react to my intrusion.

I quickly dove deeper into his mind than I had from the rooftop, searching for knowledge of portal runes. Navigating through a mind in this way proved incredibly difficult. I found myself getting lost in memories of his training as a portal master or memories of different campaigns or wars in which he used his portals. It was interesting to see glimpses of the many creative ways he had used his powers, but I didn’t have time to dwell on those memories right now.

I also saw how he secured a portal from both sides, which was something I hadn’t considered. I saw a memory of him opening a portal inside a prepared portal stone, and then a team of people jumped through, carrying a second portal stone that was mostly completed. The portal master waited as they began to set up the second portal stone around the portal on the other side. I hadn’t considered the fact that both sides of the portal had to have portal stones securing it—a very basic thing I had overlooked.

The man held the portal open, straining as it took longer and longer for the team to finish their work. Finally, as I could feel the man starting to lose control of the portal, the team finished combining the large, premade pieces of the portal on that side. The portal then stabilized, and the portal master was able to step back and remove his energy from the stone with a pained gasp. The portal stayed open as he withdrew his energy.

That was very helpful information, but I needed more than that. I took a metaphorical step backward from his mind and found the recent memory of him opening the portal in the courtyard outside. From there, I focused on the portal runes he had used to connect this world with Ambrosia. Solidifying those runes in his mind and my own, I then traced them to his memory of other portal runes.

That seemed to work. I found myself reviewing a large number of portal runes that his memories told me identified different worlds. The problem was none of them were Earth because, of course, the order had never been deployed to Earth. I knew he was unlikely to have bothered to learn the rune for a planet that had just recently been transitioned, but I had to try.

Frustrated, I pushed deeper and found a memory that was connected with all of the portal runes the man knew. A book. I saw a memory of him discussing a deployment with the angel that had trained me. They were in a massive, richly appointed office. Every wall was a window, and the office seemed to take up an entire corner of the tower. The angel was seated at a large desk and was holding a book larger than any other rune book I had seen so far.

They were discussing the deployment to a new world. The angel handed the portal master the large leather-bound rune book. He opened it and expertly flipped through hundreds of runes until he found the one that identified the new planet he would open the portal to.

Skimming the portal master’s thoughts as he flipped through the book, I learned that the book was provided to the order by the gods directly. The book listed all the known runes for worlds the order might be called upon to enter. It was a prized possession of the order and was one of the keys to their success. It allowed them to form contracts just like the one they had here on this world and charge struggling worlds exorbitant fees in cards and magical items for their services.

The portal master had no qualms about taking advantage of dying worlds. He was happy to have another deployment and opportunity to enrich himself.

I backed out slightly from his mind and then carefully purged every memory I could find of what I had just done to him. As I did, I heard violent retching inside the office. I knew that I had run roughshod over the man’s mind and that what I had done was a massive violation, but it had been necessary. Doing this had taught me several important things about forming portals and stabilizing them, and I finally had a lead on finding the rune for Earth.

I turned and exited the building as quickly as I could. I felt a bit sick about what I had done. How was that any better than what the cthuloids did to the poor ogre? While that man had little sympathy for the worlds the order exploited, he hadn’t personally done anything wrong to me or my world. The order had, in fact, done nothing but good by me. And yet here I was, betraying them even more and likely causing that man lasting brain damage with my rudimentary mental probe.

I felt growing self-disgust at my behavior. This new world had changed me in ways that I did not like, and I kept justifying my actions since betraying the order, but the justifications felt thinner and thinner as I continued making them to myself.

And it wasn’t fair to say that this new world had changed me. I had allowed myself to be changed. Blaming the world—or what had been done to me in that jail cell, as I had done for months after escaping—was a way of absolving myself of the blame. I was making these choices. Yes, my world had been ravaged by uncaring gods. Yes, I had been tortured and imprisoned. And yes, I found myself in a dangerous world facing the stress of combat and risking my life almost constantly now.

All of those things had been done to me and had an effect on me, but blaming them for what I was choosing to do was just a childish way to stop taking responsibility for my actions. Plenty of people had been through terrible life events, even before Earth was transitioned. And those people still chose to make their lives better and to avoid harming others.

But at the end of the day, I couldn’t see another way to get back home. I was not going to give up and just stay here. I had to get home. I had friends there. I had people that needed my help. I was going to get myself back home, no matter what it took. It had to be done. 






14

I returned to my room and sketched the rune for Ambrosia as quickly as I could. I also made notes about what I had learned, including how to stabilize the portal stones on each side.

By the time I was done making notes, I felt a bit calmer about what I had done. I went and got a late lunch and then met Professor Brehome in her office. I told her about what I had learned, although I left out the details of how I had learned it. I could tell she knew I was hiding something, but she didn’t press me about it.

“Now that we have the rune for Ambrosia,” she said, “we could open our portal to there, but we would need a safe place to construct the other side.”

“We shouldn’t need to do that,” I said. “I am confident I could sneak through the order’s portal and that would put me inside the tower as well, which is where the book is. I could also probably learn to form my own without a portal stone now that I know the designation of Ambrosia, although that won’t get me in the tower, since the order likely has some protection against that sort of thing.”

“I wasn’t just thinking about it for that,” she said, “although that is a good point. My people are also running low on food. Your order has said they will sell us food once they open their portal, but the price they have set is more than we can afford. Without our army, we have little to no cards flowing into the city. It has caused a crash in our economy, and even the best of people have begun hoarding cards.

“I had expected an army from the south or our main forces to have returned from the east by now. We are running low on food, and if something doesn’t change, people will begin to starve in a matter of weeks. I was thinking of opening the portal to Ambrosia and trying to find a clan that would trade with us more favorably.”

“The risk with that,” I said, thinking over her idea, “is that the clan you traded with would probably be just as bad as the order, if not worse. And none of you have ever been to Ambrosia or know who to start trying to talk to. I might have an idea that could help, though . . .”

I paused to think through some possibilities.

“The thing about Ambrosia,” I told Professor Brehome, “is that most people there are lucky to have a couple of cards to their name. And most of the cards they have are servant cards. Families scrape and save shards to try to form a card, but most end up being useless and the families just waste their meager savings. The reason so many are willing to come to a newly transitioned world like ours is because of the abundance of cards and magical gear, but most regular people can’t afford to do that. If we can find a way to avoid the clans entirely, I bet we could help a lot of people back on Ambrosia and get the food you need.”

My shopkeeper brain began to whirl with possibilities.

“Okay,” I said, “I have an idea that I think could work. Do you have more of the stone that the portals are made of? We should construct one like the order does that is mostly complete and I will practice making portals.”

“Great,” Professor Brehome said, smiling. “I’ll get people working on it as quickly as I can. I’ll let you know when we are ready.”

“We should also clear out the laboratory,” I said, thinking about what it would mean to have people coming and going through there so often. “Most of the people that were there are already gone, but I think it would be a good idea to clear out as much space as possible and probably station some more of your guards there, just to be safe.”

“Agreed. I’ll get people working on that as well. I’ll also start Professor Marchet working on constructing a second set of portal stones for your world so we can open that portal as well when you are ready.”

I appreciated her faith that I would successfully infiltrate the order’s tower and get the rune book. I felt less confident, but I was going to try.

After that, I said my goodbyes and then went to tell Professor Marchet the plan. He was over the moon about the news, and I had to caution him to keep it to himself as much as possible. He agreed, but hopefully Professor Brehome was on top of keeping him quiet; in my experience, he wasn’t one to hold anything back.

Then I went back to my suite and began to practice with my Dimensional Control card.

The first thing I did was settle into a meditative pose in my living room. I channeled energy through my core and actively moved it through my body. The meditation also helped me settle my mind after the last few weeks of turmoil.

Once I felt ready, I then ran through exactly what the portal master had been thinking and doing with his energy as he formed his portal. I also reviewed the memories I had glimpsed of the elf using portals and other dimensional magic during combat. Many of those memories were of the man opening portals, many on the same world. To open it, the man only had to be there and picture the destination with sufficient accuracy.

I then pictured the cave entrance where Jurtan and the others had camped with me while I was assimilating the dungeon core’s knowledge. I had spent more time there than almost anywhere else on this world, so I felt confident I knew it best.

I pictured not just the cave but the cold wind that sometimes blew through it. The smell of the forest on one side and the damp cave on the other. The light as it spilled into the cave from the entrance. The texture of the stone around us, the floor rough and pebbly. The sound of our voices as we spoke, echoing slightly deeper into the cave.

Once I filled in that image with details from all of my senses, I conceptualized that image and the image of my current room, then drove the smallest of holes through the two images. I lined the two images up as perfectly as I could, and then I summoned energy from my Dimensional Control card and pictured the portal forming in front of me, connecting the two places.

I opened my eyes, but I could already feel that the portal hadn’t formed.

“Hmm,” I said, staring at the lack of portal in front of me. I had thought I did that correctly. What had I got wrong?

I ran through the memories I had seen from the portal master again, looking for what I might have missed.

Unsure of what I was doing wrong, I tried again but had no luck the second time. Or the third. Or the fourth.

I took a break for some dinner and then practiced for another hour or two until I decided to stop being stubborn and tried to think through what was going wrong.

I was following the memories from the portal master as best as I could, but something wasn’t right. After thinking about it for some time, I realized that my imagery felt a bit lopsided. I spent so much mental effort picturing where I wanted to go but was only doing the bare minimum to picture where I was currently at. Maybe that was what I was doing wrong.

I went through the same process as before, but this time, I didn’t just picture the cave entrance in detail; I also tried to maintain a second image of my room just as fully as the image of the cave entrance. I filled that image with everything I could from my senses. My room was comfortably warm. It smelled clean, but a faint musk from my gear was spread around the room. The waning light of the setting sun spilled in through the windows to my right but almost no sounds came through the thick stone walls.

It took me several hours to maintain both images with such excruciating detail, and I had to keep changing them slightly to adjust for the sun setting. If I hadn’t been practicing maintaining so many different uses of my energy and illusionary domain, I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I admired the portal masters who had never trained their minds to use so many different types of energy and were able to maintain such complicated, competing images at the same time.

Finally, feeling like my head was stuffed, I placed the tiniest of holes between the two detailed images in my mind. I lined them up perfectly and then invoked my card to summon a portal.

I felt the energy coalesce in front of me and felt an immediate draw on the energy in my core. I pulled in more energy through my Efficiency rune and opened my eyes.

In front of me was a shimmering purple portal. It was slightly larger than me and stretched from the floor to above my height if I was standing. Through the portal, I could see the faintest outline of the cave we had camped in as I recovered from the dungeon core.

Success!

I tried to get a sense of how long I could hold the portal, since the portal master was straining to hold his after just a few minutes. My energy was strong and efficient, and my use of energy was becoming more masterful, so I felt like I could hold this portal open for quite a while. I had to concentrate to maintain it. The strain on my concentration was too much for me to comfortably use my energy without risking the portal collapsing, but I felt I could hold it open significantly longer than the portal master. This was a benefit of learning to use the world’s energy in the way I had rather than simply using cards for everything.

Standing, I stepped through the portal.

Entering your own portal was a strange sensation. As the portal was activated, I felt the draw increase, making me recalculate how long I thought I could keep it open if I was transporting things through it. I also felt the transition with my physical body, like I had experienced before. It was a bit like being inside your body and viewing yourself from behind as well.

It gave me a bit of vertigo, but I quickly recovered and found myself standing inside the entrance to the cave.

I looked and could see traces of our camp. When I remembered how kind everyone had been, a wave of sadness overcame me. I walked around the portal and realized it wasn’t flat like I had originally imagined; it was actually three-dimensional. It was an oval in space, and no matter which angle I looked at it from, I could see my room through the portal.

That was something the memories had not shown me, probably because the portal master didn’t even notice the phenomenon anymore. It probably also explained why I had such difficulty summoning the portal. I had been picturing a flat portal like a door that you could only see through from one direction. This was much more confusing to look at. While I stared at it, my brain felt stretched thin as it tried to grasp something it wasn’t meant to understand.

I had to look away quickly because I could feel my grasp on the portal slipping.

I stepped out of the cave and took several deep breaths to recover. There, I could see the familiar sights of the forest below where Willow had hunted for us as I practiced my illusory domain. Part of me wanted to go hunting to test the new runes on my arm and my growing abilities, but another part of me knew it was risky.

I had spent weeks cooped up in the city and needed to get a better sense of my own abilities. Disguised as an elderly woman, I had spent hours waiting to see outside the city because I didn’t realize how easy it was for me to climb a building with my energy enhancing my body. I was still thinking like a normal person and needed to start actually understanding my new limits.

I let the portal dissipate behind me, confident that I could open another when I needed to. Then, feeling a bit of excitement, I took off down the slope below the cave and into the forest.

I started off running at the speed I considered a normal human could run, but soon I pushed myself faster and faster. I entered the forest and felt tree branches break as I sped past, but they didn’t even hurt anymore. I had to dodge bushes, fallen logs, and other obstacles on the ground, but even at night, I was so agile that I could do so with ease.

It was a heady experience. I just let myself go completely. I ran with a freedom I had never experienced back home. I felt like a toddler sprinting around a playfield with reckless abandon.

A wild grin stretched across my face as I ran. I ran for almost an hour and didn’t even feel out of breath. How much had I been limiting myself before? It was hard to adjust to such dramatic changes after living my entire life as a normal person. I felt like I could run all day if I needed to, and I knew I was running faster than record-breaking sprinters back home—and I was doing it at night while dodging obstacles and weaving in and out of trees.

I finally slowed and came to a stop, still barely breathing hard. I paused and stretched my senses out to see if I could feel any energy around me. I could sense significantly further than I’d been able to even just a few weeks ago when we passed through here. That must have something to do with the new energy rune on my right arm.

I could feel several monsters within a mile or two of me. I picked the biggest energy source and took off toward it.

I careened through the forest like an insane person until I saw the monster in front of me. It was a massive beast, stretching up at least twenty or more feet into the air. It was hard to make out the details in the dim light shining through the canopy of the forest, so I summoned an illusory burst of light right in front of its face as I approached.

When the light went off, the beast let out a roar that shook the trees nearby. The monster was some kind of buffalo-looking animal. Thick, shaggy hair covered its body. It didn’t have horns but instead had a grotesque face full of teeth and large, angry-looking eyes more reminiscent of a dog’s.

I didn’t slow from my mad dash through the forest, summoning my energy claws around my fists and launching myself at the monster’s side. My claws pierced deeply into its hide, but the real damage was from the impact of my body against the beast. It was thrown sideways and crashed through a number of trees before coming to a stop.

I felt the impact reverberate through my body and barely managed to catch myself as I landed on the ground where the beast had been standing. I shook my head and turned to watch the monster as it tried to pick itself up. Trees began to crash down where the monster had been thrown completely through their trunks.

I watched, marveling at the destruction. Jurtan had been right—the physical enhancement from my energy was starting to outstrip the enhancement from cards alone. There was no way I could have done that with just the cards.

The beast had wrestled itself upright and was turning to see what had hit it so hard. I turned invisible and summoned an illusion of the large gray bear I had seen the last time I traveled through here.

I snuck through the forest to the side of the monster as it turned and roared at the bear illusion. I had the bear stand on its hind legs and roar back aggressively, taunting the monster. It began to charge at my illusion.

As it did, I gave the bear the command to avoid the monster and continue to distract it for as long as possible. I invested the bear with my energy, letting it have rudimentary decision-making.

The bear immediately lowered itself to the ground and began to run in the opposite direction I had gone through the woods. The monster followed, crashing through more trees in its angry attempt to get the illusion it thought had hurt it.

As the monster turned its back to me, I invoked my Mental Control card and sent a spike of mental energy into its brain. The creature stumbled and fell, plowing into the ground in front of it. My bear stopped and roared at it.

I watched as the monster shook its massive head and tried to stand. It seemed disoriented and was having trouble getting back up. I used my Dimensional Control card to teleport on top of the beast’s head and then drove my claws into its skull as hard as I could. Its fur was strong, but with my enhanced strength and the thick, potent energy of my claws, I was able to pierce through its hide after several strikes.

Once I had an opening in its thick fur, I summoned pure energy through the rune on my right hand and drove it deep into the creature’s head. The creature bucked and twitched, almost throwing me off, but after a moment, I felt it die underneath me.

I teleported down next to the beast and dismissed my bear, which watched us warily. I ran my hand through my hair and let out a deep breath. That was . . . something else. Even with my old spell cards, I wouldn’t have been able to take on such a powerful monster. Now I had killed it with ease through distraction, my physical enhancements, and my new control of energy.

I grabbed the card from the creature, checking it over quickly before seeing it was just another physical-enhancement card. Then I went hunting for more monsters.

The night passed in a blur of combat. I hunted, but this time not as an elven-trained hunter relying on skill and stealth. This time, I hunted as a killer. A dangerous monster in my own right, I killed indiscriminately and collected the monsters’ cards quickly before darting through the woods to find another target. By the end of the night, I had killed thirty-four monsters and collected their cards.

The only monster that had given me a bit of trouble was a blind spider that was able to teleport and seemed able to see through all of my illusions. I had to hit it with mental attacks over and over until it finally curled up and died. Its card was dimensional in nature, giving the bearer the ability to sense the weave of dimensional energy around them. Unfortunately, my Dimensional Control card gave me the same ability already.

The other cards were all a mix of physical-enhancement or physical-attack cards. The only one that seemed marginally useful was a card called Monster Vision, which granted me enhanced eyesight in the dark. I added it to my deck, and it made my hunt go even smoother.

Feeling better, and having a much better sense of my abilities, I concentrated and opened a portal back to my room. It took me a while to get the mental image of the forest around me down to the necessary detail, but once I got it, the portal opened easily and I slipped into my suite with no problems.

I stripped out of my dirty clothes and ran a bath to clean myself up. I was covered in sweat, blood, and tree sap from running around the forest all night. I scrubbed myself clean and then fell into a deep and restful sleep.
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The next morning, I checked in with Professor Marchet after breakfast. The laboratory had already been cleared, and piles of the stone the portals were made from had been delivered in their place. Several more guards, this time elite legionaries wearing rune-engraved armor and weapons, stood guard at the door to the lab.

Professor Marchet was busy teaching several other legionaries how to mold the stone to form the portals. When I asked, he explained they were experts on field fortifications and building defenses and had evolved cards that let them manipulate stone, just like I suspected the people in the order camp had. He introduced me to them and then they got back to work.

Impressed by how fast Professor Brehome worked, I left and decided to spend the day practicing opening portals to shorten the time it took for me to hold two images in place.

I spent the day opening and closing portals to different areas of the forest that I could remember with enough detail. I also indulged in a bit of monster hunting whenever I needed a break from only opening portals.

One day ended up turning into several more; the process for making the portal stone was going slow because new people had to be trained to work with the difficult stone. It had taken Professor Marchet months to construct the portal by himself. With his assistants, the hope was that they could complete it in two weeks at the earliest. According to Professor Brehome, food was going to be a serious issue by then.

After a week of practice with opening portals, I was finally able to open one after concentrating for about ten minutes instead of hours. If I was going to a place that I had traveled to several times, like the cave entrance, I had got it down to a minute or less.

I had also cleared a large number of monsters from the forest and destroyed several patrols of wolves and cthuloids. That netted me five mental cards, which I made sure to set aside in case I got enough cards to evolve my Mental Control to another level.

I also collected another seventy cards from a week of hunting in the forest. That brought my total up to 116 disposable cards, five mental cards, two dimensional cards, and my active deck. I had pulled Dimensional Step out of my active deck since I didn’t need it any longer.

Time Sense, Level 5

Mend, Level 5

Energy Efficiency

Mental Control

Dimensional Control

Monster Vision

Decadence

Running through the math again, I could upgrade a card from level one to level two for five cards, level two to level three for ten more cards, level three to level four for fifteen cards, and level four to level five for twenty cards. So to go from level one to level five required a total of fifty cards.

I decided my Energy Efficiency was already likely redundant due to the Efficiency rune on my chest, much like the physical-enhancement cards had become redundant once I could use my energy to enhance myself. The Mental Control and Dimensional Control cards were already highly evolved and so were already fairly powerful on their own. That really only left Monster Vision or evolving my Mend or Time Sense higher. I had only really been using Mend for personal cleaning and to help my mind recover from what I had been through, and I had stopped using my Time Sense completely because it just felt too precious unless I really needed it. I felt comfort knowing I always had it in reserve, but my new abilities made it a bit unnecessary for now.

I decided to upgrade my Monster Vision to level five. Grabbing fifty cards, I placed them together with my Monster Vision card and then willed them to merge. Slowly, the card evolved one stage at a time until all fifty cards were absorbed.

Monster Vision

Level 5

Common Power

The hunter always sees their prey first or risks becoming the hunted.

The bearer of this card has enhanced eyesight, allowing them to see better at night and in dark environments.

Level Five: The bearer of this card can now see in the thermal spectrum at will.

I put the upgraded card back into my deck and then activated the thermal vision. Everything around me changed to a flat gray except where heat was being generated by heating runes placed around my room. I looked down at my hand and saw it glowing a bright orange as I moved it around in front of my eyes.

Was this another oversight with my invisibility? Had I been visible to thermal vision this entire time?

I went invisible and then moved into my bathroom to look at my reflection in the mirror. Sure enough, there I was in perfect glowing resolution. Dang.

I dismissed my thermal sight and then went back out into the living room to tinker with my invisibility. I had already expanded the concept of invisibility to include sound and smell. Now I needed to also mask heat. I focused on the weave surrounding me and imparted the concept of preventing all heat from escaping the weave as well.

It came fairly easily; my ability to manipulate my illusions had grown significantly since I first tinkered with my invisibility. Unfortunately, when I went to test it in the mirror, I realized I was just as easy to spot as before. Instead of being a glowing person, now I was a dark blue circle of cold. The ambient warmth of the room was gone, so my invisibility weave was showing up as a dark, cold circle.

I tinkered with the weave for a while, finally figuring out a way to let the ambient heat around me pass through but prevent my own heat or cold from exiting. It was remarkable how flexible this system of energy was. As long as you could conceptualize what you wanted to do and impose your will on the energy around you, you could do almost anything. The key was thinking of it first, and when you were in a new world full of things that you had never dreamed were possible, that was rather hard to do.

After that, I finally took the time to also extend the cloak that hid my energy signature over my mind so any cthuloids or other psionics couldn’t detect me by my thoughts. That was fairly easy, and I probably should have done it sooner, but I had been rather busy lately.

After I was done, I put away my remaining sixty-six general cards and the cards I was saving for evolution, then decided to go check on the status of the city.

I had been absent for a while now, so the first thing I did was check on the order’s camp to make sure that Jurtan and the others were still doing alright. As I traveled the city, the people I saw looked hungry and despondent. There was no fighting or looting, thankfully, but everyone looked very worried about what was going on.

As I got closer to the wall, I also saw signs that the fighting had spilled over into the city in a few places. A few buildings were burned, and other buildings had signs of scuff marks. A few had arrows still sticking out of the side of them.

I climbed up to the roof I had used before and saw that the walls still held, but all around the city were signs of the fighting having made it past the walls a few times. The army of wolves, bugs, and cthuloids was still out there—looking as strong or possibly stronger than the last time I had seen them. That wasn’t good.

The order’s camp seemed the same as usual. The city near where they were stationed on the wall seemed unaffected, so the breaches must have occurred in other areas. I watched for a while but didn’t see Jurtan or the others, but judging by how things looked around the camp, I assumed they were doing okay.

I stayed and watched a bit more before making my way back to the academy.

Now that I was more confident with using my portal card to open portals on this world, it was time to try opening one to Ambrosia. I changed into my old clothes from Ambrosia and grabbed my pouch of shards and my cards and then went to find Professor Marchet. He was, of course, working with his team in the former laboratory, which I decided to call the portal room from now on.

“Hey,” I said, interrupting him while he was advising one of his new legionaries on the best way to merge the portal stone.

“Jake!” he said, excited as always to see me. “What are you up to?”

“I wanted to let you know I was going to try opening a portal to Ambrosia,” I told him. “Just a temporary one, but it will be my first time opening one off this world. Would you mind watching and making sure things go alright?”

“Fascinating!” he said. “It would be my great honor to watch you. Let me grab some notes and I will be ready momentarily.”

He rushed over to one of his desks and dug around on top of it before returning with a pen and notebook.

I sat in a meditation position on the floor and began to picture the room around me.

“Try not to move too much,” I told everyone watching me. “I have to build a mental image of the area around me, and if you are moving, it will make it more difficult.”

I heard murmurs of assent as I sank back into meditation.

I gathered my mental image of the room. The hard, cold floor. The smell of the people around me and the clinically clean smell of the room as a whole. There were no windows, but there were glowing lights placed all around the area, casting a constant light on everything.

Once I had that image, I searched through my memories of Ambrosia to find the place I remembered best, then brought that image to life around me as well. I just had to hope it wasn’t the middle of the night or early in the morning, when things might be dramatically different.

Once I had the two images, I summoned my energy and pierced the smallest possible hole between the two images. Then I aligned the images and invoked my card to form the portal.

It took dramatically more energy than creating a portal between two points on the same world. I could handle the drain, but it was noticeably higher.

I opened my eyes and saw the portal in front of me. Through it, I could see the dim streets that I remembered. Standing, I waved goodbye to Marchet and the others and then stepped through before the portal drew too much of my energy.

Once I was through, I released the portal. Around me stood a number of people, staring at me in shock. The familiar smell hit me, and I had to stop myself from choking as it burned my throat.

Right in front of me, staring at me just as open-mouthed in shock as everyone else, was Mother Bee and her food cart. I smiled and stepped forward.

“Hi,” I told her. “Not sure if you remember me.”

She closed her mouth and recovered quickly before responding. “The stranger who Moonray came to help.”

I grinned, happy that she remembered me. “Yes, exactly. Thanks to your kindness.”

“Did you just . . . ?” she asked, looking behind me to where the portal was. The others that had been waiting in line for her food were also staring at the spot and muttering to each other.

“Yeah,” I said. “Well, a lot has happened lately.” I reached down and opened my pouch to take out a pack of ten cards I had picked out earlier. “Listen,” I said, handing her the pack of cards. “I just wanted to thank you for helping me. Take care with these, okay?”

She looked down at the cards. I couldn’t tell if she was more surprised that I had walked out of a portal right in front of her stall or that I had handed her an entire deck of cards.

I smiled again and then gestured that she should absorb them. She quickly took out a few of her own cards and then put the ones I had given her in her active deck.

“I don’t know what to say,” she said after a moment.

I saw some of the others eyeing me and Mother Bee with greed. I turned to them and formed a ball of angry, purple energy over my palm.

“Don’t get any ideas,” I told them. “About me or Mother Bee. If I hear anything happened to her, I will be able to find you. You saw my portal, right? I can open that anywhere you are.”

The people around us looked away and began to scatter. I turned back to Mother Bee.

“Sorry about business,” I told her. “Do you think you could tell me where to find Moonray? I am hoping to give him some cards as well for his help.”

I held up my watch and she nodded numbly. I felt her transfer a jolt of energy from her watch to mine.

“Thank you, Mother Bee,” I said. “Please take care of yourself. I hope those cards help you.”

I turned and walked away before things could get awkward and opened my map to see how to find Moonray. He was close by, so I took off in his direction.

A few blocks later, I arrived at the building that Mother Bee had indicated. It was a residential building. Beside the front door was a list of apartments. I found the one I was looking for and pressed the buzzer. I waited a few moments and then a voice answered, demanding to know who I was.

I explained about Mother Bee giving me the address and that I was there to pay Moonray back for his help. He must have recognized me or got a message from Mother Bee, because he buzzed me in.

I entered the building and took the elevator up to his floor. There, I got a bit lost in the winding hallways but eventually found his apartment. I knocked on the door, and Moonray answered cautiously.

When he made sure it was me, he reluctantly let me inside.

“Thank you,” I said to him as I entered his apartment. “I know this is unusual.”

“If I hadn’t heard good things from Shaper,” he said, “I’d have killed you on my doorstep. Don’t you doubt it.”

I nodded at him and took in the apartment as he led me deeper inside. It was a bit bigger than my apartment back home, but not by much. It had a kitchen, a small living room, and a couple of doors that led to other rooms. There were no windows.

“Moon,” a voice said from one of the rooms nearby. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Moonray responded, “everything seems fine. You can come out and meet our guest.”

One of the doors opened, and a large bear of a man—literally—left the room. He was significantly bigger and thicker than me and was covered in fine fur, except for over his face, which had a gentle and kind look to it. He had two little ears that stood up on his head, and he looked both as cute as a button and intimidatingly large at the same time. In his arms, he was carrying a small boy who looked at me curiously.

“I forget your name,” Moonray told me, “but this is my husband Ursin and our boy Lunerfur.”

I shook Ursin’s free hand and then smiled down at their little boy, who I saw was a little moon elf like Moonray.

“Very pleased to meet you both,” I told them. “And I am sorry to disturb you at home, but Moonray helped me out a lot a while ago and I wanted to pay him back now that I was in a better place. I was originally going to give him a selection of these.” I pulled out my cards. “But maybe you would be able to pick some that would be better suited for the both of you.”

I handed Moonray my deck of extra cards.

“Please pick any ten that you think will help you,” I said. “It isn’t as much as I could give, but I have others I need to repay as well and a lot of things to do after that, so I can’t afford to give away too many.”

He stared in shock at the number of cards I had handed him.

“This is . . .” he said, stammering slightly. “Mother Bee said . . . but . . . I didn’t really believe it.”

To him, I knew that this represented untold wealth that only those in the towers had access to. I hoped to change that sometime soon.

“Please, you and Ursin should look through them,” I said. “Find something that will help you or something you could use for Lunerfur.”

Ursin turned to me with tears in his eyes and he put Lunerfur down to give me a massive hug. He wrapped me up completely in his large arms and squeezed me so tightly to his chest that if I hadn’t had my enhancement, I was sure I’d be bruised tomorrow.

He put me down after a moment and wiped away his tears. “Thank you, friend. This is more than we could ever ask.”

The two of them sat down at the dining room table and began to look through the cards. Lunerfur came over to me cautiously, and I summoned an illusion of him in shining plate armor. He gasped when he recognized himself, and I had the illusion salute him and begin to battle monsters as the little guy stared raptly at my little impromptu show. After that, I summoned Oliver and let him settle on Lunerfur’s finger and had the bird sing for him.

I looked over to see Ursin grinning at me in appreciation. They had a number of cards piled in front of them already. I let Lunerfur play with Oliver and went to join them at the table.

I watched patiently as they went through the cards and discussed which ones they should get. After they were done, they handed back the rest of my cards and I put them away.

“What are you going to do next?” Moonray asked me.

“Well,” I said, “I was actually hoping to talk to you about that. I have a bit of a business proposal for you and Shaper that I am hoping you might be interested in.”

“Oh?” Moonray said, suddenly looking at me a bit suspiciously.

I laughed gently. “Don’t worry. The cards are yours no matter what. I am just talking to you about this because I know I can trust you. If you aren’t interested or able to help, then it is no problem. I figure either way, you probably know who else I can talk to if you aren’t personally interested.”

Ursin also put his paw on his husband’s shoulder to reassure him. “Okay, no problem,” he told me. “I am just suspicious in my old age, that’s all.”

“Of course,” I said, eyeing his youthful features. I supposed as an elf he could be hundreds of years old and I’d never be able to tell the difference. “So here’s the situation.”

I laid out everything about the other world and their need for food and other supplies. I also explained that they had cards to trade but wanted a fair deal for the food and other goods.

“I felt we could do better than the order and help give the cards to people down here that really needed them,” I said. “If we can find a secure place as well, I can make a permanent portal between their world and here and we can make it a permanent trade relationship that would benefit everyone.”

When I finished, Moonray sat back in a thoughtful pose as he considered my words. Ursin leaned over to him and whispered into his ear too quietly for me to hear, even with his deep, bear-like voice.

Moonray nodded. “Okay, say that we could make this work. We would need several things to keep it safe. First, we need the shards to purchase a large warehouse and beef it up with security we could trust. Second, we need to set up a business and make it all legit with the local authorities. That will also take shards for both official costs and bribes. Third, we need shards to begin to get contracts with food suppliers.”

“In short,” Ursin said, “we need shards. Cards may work later, but right now, they are very suspicious and would get people asking all the wrong kinds of questions.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll talk to some people and see if we can get their shards. They aren’t as useful in the other world, so they may have enough for what we need. If not, do you know contacts you trust that would trade cards for shards here?”

“Yeah,” Moonray said, “but you’d lose a lot in the deal and get ripped off, even with the best of them.”

“Okay,” I replied, “we’ll do that only as a last resort. What about looping Shaper in? Can we trust them and would they be helpful?”

“Yes,” Moonray said, nodding, “they are a good person to reach out to about this. If I was running this, I’d put them in charge of logistics and security. They are a pro at both and know people that we can trust.”

“If you ran things,” I said, “what would you have yourself doing?”

He gave me a grin at his smile. “Why, I’d have me working my contacts and greasing the wheels to make the whole thing actually work.”

“Great,” I replied, grinning back. “Then you’re hired. Take five more cards for the next month of work.” I handed back my deck.

“Five cards?” he said, blinking in surprise.

“Yep,” I said, “this is important and we need good people. I need you to work with us and I want everyone getting paid fairly. No more of this world treating everyone down here like dirt. Things are going to change if we can make this work. You don’t realize how many cards we could potentially funnel to the right people here. I’m talking thousands upon thousands. And if we can keep the people on the other world from starving until they can be rescued, I am willing to bet they will want to continue trading for the knowledge and goods you all have here on Ambrosia.”

Moonray was noticeably taken aback by the scope of what I was proposing. “This could really piss off some powerful people in the towers, you know?”

I grinned at him again. “I figured it would. You still want to help?”

Moonray looked at his husband thoughtfully and then over at his son, who was playing with Oliver. “Yeah,” he said seriously. “I’ll help.”

We exchanged contact information so I could message him through my watch, and he said he would start looking for a good warehouse for our operations. I left and followed my map back to the shelter I had stayed at when I first came to this world.

There, the guard on the door made me wait until Shaper came to vouch for me. Once they recognized me, they let me in. Inside, I saw the same eclectic collection of people taking up almost every livable space in the shelter.

Shaper led me over to their desk and invited me to have a seat. “Didn’t think I’d see you again,” they said. “Heard you made good on the Runic Knights and were off to bigger and better things.”

“Yeah,” I said, not wanting to get into that topic too much, “and that was thanks to you and your help.”

“Wasn’t much,” they said. “Just helping where I can. You paid us back for it and that was appreciated.”

“Listen,” I said, “I am looking to start a bit of a business down here. To help more people. Do we have somewhere private to talk about the details?”

It was very hard to judge their reaction, considering they appeared to be a humanoid blob of clay, but they seemed a bit wary of me.

“I owe you,” I told them, trying to reassure them. “And I think my business could use your expertise. I guarantee it would help even more people than what you are currently doing. I can also guarantee it pays better, too, if that helps.”

Shaper looked at me, I think, for a bit longer and then stood and gestured for me to follow with one of their arms.

I followed them to the infirmary we had talked to the muggers in so long ago. Nobody was inside this time, so Shaper led us inside and then closed the door behind us. I sat on a cot and waited for Shaper to take a seat on the cot across from me.

“First,” I said, pulling out ten cards I had selected for them. “These are for you. To thank you for what you did for me. You don’t have to get involved any further with what I have planned, and no matter what you decide to do, these are yours.” I handed them the cards.

They took them with their fingerless hands, and I saw them get absorbed into the clay-like skin.

“Thank you,” Shaper said after a moment. “This is more than I deserve for what I did, but I am not about to turn down such a bounty. Tell me more of what you plan. If you have earned such largesse in such a short time, and you say your plans are going to help more people, then I am interested.”

I laid out the plan so far and what role Moonray had suggested for them. I agreed with him that they would make a great administrator and trusted Moonray when he said they would know people we could trust to run security.

After I was done, Shaper sat in complete silence for almost a minute. I let them think without interruption. I had laid out how dangerous our plan was but also emphasized how it could help a lot of people down here.

“What you plan,” they said after thinking it over, “will lead to even more than you know. It could lead to revolution in the streets.”

“I’m not trying to cause anything like that,” I told them. “But if that happens because people down here finally get more than just servant cards and the scraps from those in the towers, that is up to your people.”

Shaper nodded at my words. “I will join you.”

I grinned in relief. I needed someone as smart and ruthless as them. “That is great news!” I handed them another five cards I had selected. “Here is your first month’s payment. Can you contact Moonray and work with him on securing a warehouse for us? I need to get us some shards to get things rolling around here.”

Shaper stood and walked briskly back to their desk. They sat down, and their screens whirled to life with information.

“I’ll coordinate things here,” they said after a moment. “I am contacting several trustworthy people to hire as well. I suggest you don’t pay everyone as generously as you pay me. It is too much. People won’t understand. I suggest one card a week, plus the standard shards that people will still need to survive.”

“I’ll leave all that to you,” I told them. “I’ll get what I can and leave it in your hands. You know best what will work for your people.”

They nodded and turned back to their screens.

After a moment, I realized Shaper was done talking to me, and I let out a small laugh and then saw myself out.

Once I was outside, I found an alley that was free of other people and opened a portal back to the portal room.

There, Professor Marchet and his team were working diligently on the portal stones. I chatted with him for a bit and then went and found Professor Brehome. I explained our plans and our need for shards more than cards right now, since that was the currency on Ambrosia.

“That is no problem,” she told me. “We have a stockpile of shards that we haven’t used. We also use them as currency here, but generally just for making change in trading, but cards are so common that we rarely use them. I’ll have someone deliver a supply of them to the portal room as soon as I can.”

We spoke a bit more about the war effort and how the city was doing, and then I went and got some food from the cafeteria before heading to my room. The food was still good here, so Professor Brehome hadn’t cut our rations too much, but I knew the same wasn’t true in the rest of the city. Essential personnel, like the legionaries, were still getting full meals, but according to Professor Brehome, civilians were down to two meals a day right now, and they weren’t especially big meals.

I summoned Oliver and my other birds back in my room to practice infusing them with my decision-making energy in the hopes of making it passive soon. I also tried to get my illusions to become physical like I had seen the mini boss do in the elven dungeon back home. I had been working on making my illusions do actual damage off and on since getting my illusion domain, but I got the feeling it might be important to have it figured out if I ever got into a big fight I couldn’t manage with just my physical enhancements or raw energy. If we were about to royally piss off some gods and clans, things could get messy fast. If the order ever found out how I had betrayed them, even just sharing their rune-charging and portal technology and undercutting their market, they would come after me. If they found out I also had ten griffon eggs taking up space next to my bed . . . well, I would need every power and trick in my arsenal.

I practiced late into the night and then fell asleep worrying about what might go wrong with our plans.
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The next morning, I found a large bag of shards waiting for me in the portal room. I glanced inside and saw hundreds of shards. When I looked up in surprise, Professor Marchet came over and patted me on the back.

“I’m told there are a thousand shards for you there,” he said. “We are almost done with the pieces of the portal stone, too, so if you can find us a secure place, we could open the portal in the next few days and start bringing food in to help my people.”

“Great,” I told him. “Hopefully we will have a place set up quickly on Ambrosia. Oh, what is the name of your world, Professor? I am finding it strange to be thinking of so many different worlds and I never learned what you call your planet.”

“Well,” he said, “different cultures have named it many different things throughout our history—”

I stopped him there because I could sense a college lecture coming. “Wait, wait, I am interested in your history, but maybe another time?”

“Oh, yes,” he said, looking saddened that I didn’t want to sit here and listen to him lecture me for the next couple of hours. “Well, we call it Tellus. Tellus Mater, sometimes. But everyone just calls it Tellus these days.”

“Great,” I said. “Thanks, Professor. That will help me keep track now that I am world-hopping.”

Before he could try to lecture me more, I concentrated and opened a portal back to Ambrosia. I opened it again in front of Mother Bee’s stall, and when she saw me step out of the portal, she came over from behind her stall and began to swat at me.

“Stop doing that!” she yelled, smacking me across the back of my head and shoulders. “You are scaring away my customers! Find a better place to be doing that sort of thing!”

“Okay, okay!” I said, backing away quickly and releasing the portal. “Sorry, geez! Stop hitting me!”

She swatted at me a few more times and then glared at me until I backed away sheepishly. So much for gratitude around here. Why was she working the very next day after I had given her the equivalent of superhero powers? Workaholic, crazy bee lady.

I waved at her once I was far enough away that she couldn’t get to me, and she tossed her head at me in annoyance. I grinned and then contacted Moonray to see where he was at.

He responded after a moment and pinged me directions to a potential warehouse about a half hour walk from where I currently was.

I jogged at a steady, normal pace and made it there in about fifteen minutes. I messaged him and he came out of a nearby tower and beckoned me inside. Once there, he took me up a large freight elevator that could fit my entire shop inside of it, and when the doors opened to the floor, I saw a massive warehouse that stretched as wide as the entire tower.

The freight elevator was in the center of the room, and pillars stretched from floor to ceiling here and there, but otherwise, it was a huge, bare warehouse. Nothing but polished floors and grime-covered windows.

“What do you think?” Moonray asked me.

I turned and looked over the room again.

“It looks great,” I said. “How did you find it so quickly?”

“Like I said,” he replied, grinning at me, “I’m the man with the connections.”

I was carrying the large sack of shards, which I was sure looked strange to the people that had seen me running down the street earlier. I handed it to him.

“Make sure Shaper gets these,” I said, “after you secure this place for us. How soon do you think we could get this place operational?”

“I am working on the business licenses and bribing the right people to make sure they get processed quickly,” Moonray replied. “Shaper and I have been talking to personnel, and we have a good number of people we are talking to about the job. I’ve hired Ursin to work on finding us the food suppliers. He is a butcher by trade, so he knows wholesale suppliers. We won’t tell them what we need the food for and they won’t care. Large clans often buy bulk food and other supplies, especially if a world they control is under lockdown due to a rebellion or dungeon outbreak they are putting down.”

“Okay . . .” I said, brushing over that depressing reality. “Save me a corner to build the portal in. Otherwise, do whatever you think is best. I’ll be back once the portal is ready to be built on the other side. Does that sound good? Do you need anything from me before I go?”

Moonray thought for a moment and then shook his head. “No, we got it from here. We will get this ball rolling quickly for you. Don’t you worry.”

“Great,” I said, smiling. “I appreciate it.”

I walked over to one of the corners nearby and began to build my mental image of the area. I could feel Moonray watching me curiously, but I put him out of mind. Once I had the image firmly in mind, I poked a hole between this world and the portal room on Tellus, then opened the portal.

It ballooned open rapidly in front of me, and I heard Moonray gasp slightly.

I glanced over at him and smiled. “Save this corner for me. Don’t put anything else here. I don’t know what happens if I open a portal and something is blocking the way.”

Moonray nodded seriously at what I said.

It wasn’t technically true that I didn’t know what would happen if I opened a portal and something physical was blocking it. I had seen some memories from the portal master that indicated he had used that technique in the past to devastating effect, but I wasn’t nearly at his level when it came to quickly opening portals. Maybe someday.

Refocusing my mind, I stepped through the portal to Tellus. Once there, I updated Professor Marchet and then made my rounds of the city and the order’s camp to check on how things were going.

We had a few more days before things would be ready to go with the portal to Ambrosia, so I had to figure out what I wanted to do until then. I was at a bit of a standstill when it came to mastering my abilities—I could continue to practice my illusions, but I was unlikely to get them to the point that I could passively invest them with my decision-making energy in that short amount of time. I could work on practicing more portal magic, or mental magic, or practice my physical combat skills, or I could just . . . not do anything for a while.

What I really wanted to do was go and find Tawny and talk to her about everything. I tried to think of the logistics. I could remember one of the camps we had used when we traveled up the eastern side of the forest. It was a couple of days northeast of the city. If I could form a portal there, and then run with my enhanced speed and endurance, I might be able to find the army if it was still holding out.

I was going to do it. I needed to talk to her before this all kicked off and before I potentially left for Earth if things went successfully. I couldn’t just abandon her here.

I told Professor Marchet that I would be gone for a few days but hopefully back in time for the portal stone to be opened to Ambrosia. I told him to go ahead and carve the runes on the second portal stone they were creating; I would check over his work when I got back to make sure nothing was wrong. He assured me that he could manage the runes and that things would be ready to go whenever I returned.

I hustled back to my room and packed my backpack with my bow, arrows, and travel clothes, then tracked down Professor Brehome to let her know what I was doing. She asked if it was totally necessary, but after I explained everything was in the hands of others for a few days and that this was something I had to do, she had the kitchen staff give me a week’s rations and wished me well.

I grabbed the rations and then went to my room to try to open the portal to the east. It took longer than normal because my memory of the camp wasn’t perfect, but eventually, I was able to build a good enough image and open the portal.

I stepped through and opened my map to see that I was right where I had planned to be. I threw on my backpack over my survival cloak, summoned Oliver and invested him with my energy, and then took off east in hopes of finding the legion army.

I didn’t have any luck that day, but I pushed through the night since I had my newly enhanced vision and the combination of enhanced endurance and my cloak to keep me sharp. During the night, I was able to find a few scattered camps by their fires and found the camps were full of wolves on patrol in the woods. I ambushed the first campfire that I came to and sifted through their minds until I found the location of the legion army. It was days to the south and east and had been holed up in a mountain pass for a week or more. From what I could gather from the minds of the wolves, they were planning to starve them out, just like they were doing to the city.

Now that I was close, I kept my invisibility on at all times and dismissed Oliver. I made sure that my invisibility was working to block sight, smell, sound, and heat, like I had practiced earlier. I also made sure that my cloak was blocking my energy and my mind. I should be all but invisible to anyone and anything as I traveled. The only thing I couldn’t stop was the sign of my travel, but hopefully nobody would recognize my passage as anything special. And by the time they did, I would be long gone.

I took off in the direction of the legion army. I stopped for rest only for a couple hours of shut-eye right before dawn and then continued my run all through the next day. I stopped only to refill my canteen and eat a quick meal from the rations that Professor Brehome had acquired for me.

The speed I was able to travel without feeling winded at all was unnatural. I was doing it and still felt it just wasn’t right. A human was not meant to be able to run so far and so fast. I ran so fast I exited the forest by midafternoon and found myself running through open plains of grass. No monsters bothered me. The wolves had likely killed them all and kept them from returning to the area, if I had to guess.

By the middle of the night, I saw before me thousands of campfires and a sea of wolves that appeared almost endless. They were sleeping, curled up in front of the fires. Even with my enhanced vision, it was hard to count how many were camped in front of me.

To my left, the mountain chain that had bracketed the forest continued down this far south, although the mountains weren’t nearly as high here. I couldn’t see the legion camp from this far away, but it had to be somewhere around here.

I stopped and rested for a few minutes, watching the low-burning fires spread out in front of me. I passed a few scouts and patrols on my journey south, but they had been easy to avoid with my enhanced invisibility.

Now I moved forward at a slower pace until I approached the Lupusian army. There weren’t very many guards stationed around the scattered camp, and the few who’d been nominated for the job were mostly sleeping or ignoring their duties anyway. A sign of either the wolves’ confidence or their lack of discipline—maybe both.

I walked boldly through the camp and wove my way between the campfires until I was able to come to the side of the camp that faced the mountain range. There, I could see the entrance to a valley, similar to the one back home that had housed the Kobold Dungeon. This one was wider, and the cliffs weren’t as steep on the side, so they offered less protection. Still, it was better than being trapped in the open.

I saw more guards here. They were actively watching the opening into the valley. I also saw a number of cthuloids standing guard and watching the entrance, with their enslaved ogres standing next to them.

I hoped that the cloak on my mind was effective. I hadn’t had much of a chance to test it, and this was a hell of a way to find out if it really worked.

I walked carefully between the line of guards watching the valley and began the climb up toward the entrance. It was several hundred feet away from the enemy camp, likely to avoid spells or arrows from the legionaries. The ground around the entrance was also littered with bodies, all of them wolves. They had been left to rot, and the smell was pungent and grotesque. I stepped around the bodies, not wanting to disturb them and give a sharp scout a chance to spot my steps. I had to hold my hand over my mouth to avoid gagging at the putrefying corpses that lay everywhere.

No wonder the wolves had given up on attacking the army and resorted to starving it out. They had lost thousands trying to attack a fortified position of legionaries.

I made it up to the entrance of the valley, and there, I saw a number of legionaries vigilantly watching the wolves’ army below. I moved extra carefully, making sure not to disturb any of the bodies nearby, until I got to within a couple hundred feet and found the ground clear around the entrance to the valley. The legion must have moved them to keep the approach clean. They must have an understanding of germs or disease in order to know that having thousands of dead bodies around your army was a recipe for disaster.

I slowly approached the legionaries on guard duty and carefully walked between them. They seemed completely unaware of my passage, but I felt nervous approaching like a thief in the night.

Behind the guards, several hundred legionaries were sleeping rough in full armor with their weapons nearby. This must be the first line of defense in case of a night attack.

I made it through the resting legionaries and saw the valley open up in front of me. It wasn’t nearly as big as the one that had held the Kobold Dungeon, which itself had been pretty small compared to the orc valley. This one was even smaller. It barely held the legion camp. Tents were packed in tightly, and the normally orderly arrangement was nowhere to be seen. I spotted the order’s flag to my left and saw they had a camp arranged against the cliffs on that side of the valley. I could see their griffons sleeping all along the base of the cliff. The order’s tents were set up around them as if to protect them from any danger.

I snuck over toward the order’s camp until I found a safe place to settle down and wait for dawn to approach. I had decided the only way to find Tawny was to wait until I spotted her moving around the camp. If I tried to find her in her tent, I was bound to have terrible luck and end up getting caught when people found the entrances to their tents being opened by nothing.

The spot I found was near where the caretakers for the griffons had clearly been piling their shit, but compared to the field of dead I had walked through to get here, the smell was bearable.

I was jolted awake by the sounds of the griffons crying out, their piercing eagle heads sounding angry and loud in the confines of the valley. I quickly checked to make sure I was still invisible—that would have been quite a disappointing way to end my journey here—and when I found I was, I shook my head and then watched the camp for signs of Tawny.

There was a chance these order members hadn’t heard that I had disappeared back in the city, but even if they hadn’t, if I were to show myself openly, word would eventually get back to Jurtan and the others and they would know something was wrong. They might not have even suspected me of any wrongdoing right now, but if they found out I was alive and hadn’t contacted them, they would start to suspect me pretty quickly.

The camp began to rouse around me, and the legion cooks began to build up their fires and prepare breakfast for everyone. The order camp followed a bit later, although it looked like squires were doing the cooking.

It wasn’t long before I spotted Tawny exiting a tent that was set up in the northern part of the order’s camp. Seeing her alive, I felt a swelling of happiness in my heart. I’d been sure she’d survived, but I had seen the number of wolves out there, and part of me feared the worst.

In fact, it looked like the Runic Knights hadn’t suffered very many losses at all. From what I had seen back at the city compared to the camp of knights here, I couldn’t really notice much of a difference.

The legion camp was quite a different story. The camp outside the city was massive. I didn’t know for sure, but even packed in here, this camp seemed significantly smaller. Maybe another army had split off from this one. Or had they suffered such severe losses in battle as they retreated to this location?

And why hadn’t the order suffered many losses? Were they just that much better? Or had the legion not been as useful in the forest and then here in the siege? I had to imagine the flat plains outside would have been ideal for the order’s cavalry. Had they deliberately held back in some way?

It was hard to know, and my sense of whether the order was the good guys or the bad guys was really unclear right now. I also noticed that Runic Knights and squires were eating well while the legionaries were eating gray, unappetizing oatmeal or the local equivalent. The order members were eating bread and other fresh food. Were they portaling in food here and then not sharing it with the legionaries?

That pissed me off. I got that the order was a business or whatever. I understood that. But this was a life-or-death situation, and the legion was literally spending their lives to protect the entrance to the valley. The order couldn’t even be bothered to share their food?

Or was it a life-or-death situation for the order? I didn’t see a portal stone, but I knew the portal master could hold open a portal for a while, especially if the portal was between two points on the same world. Was that how the order’s camp was so provisioned? And could they escape at any time through the portal if they had to?

I felt my heart racing as I realized how much the order was acting like a mercenary company. A big part of me wanted to go down there and throw some righteous energy around to teach them a lesson. The rational part of me knew that I was nowhere near strong enough to do anything to an army of several hundred trained, engraved, and equipped knights. But damn, the thought was nice.

I waited until I saw Tawny make her way back to her tent after eating breakfast. It didn’t seem like the order was doing much; everyone was just relaxing and loitering around camp as if they were on a camping trip.

I stood and made my way around the camp, toward Tawny’s tent. I had no problem approaching, and feeling a bit nervous, I ducked inside the tent.

As I did, the flap of the tent moved and I saw Tawny stand in alarm when she realized nobody had entered.

I released my invisibility before she could cry out in alarm.

“Jake?” she said in shock. I tried to smile at her, but before I could, she pounced on me and gave me a massive hug.

“I—” I tried to say, but she squeezed me tighter before I could get any more out.

I gave up and hugged her back. Her smell hit me, and I realized I might have been ignoring how much I missed being around her. She looked up at me, and I saw she had tears in her eyes. She smiled softly at me, and I realized that I had tears in my eyes as well.

She very slowly stood on her tiptoes—she was so short—and suddenly I felt her lips on mine. I was shocked, but at the same time, I realized I had been wanting to kiss her for a long time. Her soft fur brushed against my face as we kissed, and I felt my heart hammering out of my chest.

I didn’t want the kiss to end, and I could tell Tawny didn’t, either, but eventually we both parted at the same time. I opened my eyes and looked down at her as she stood in my arms. She buried her head against my shoulder, seemingly embarrassed by what she had done but not wanting to move further away.

I pulled her closer and gave her a hug.

“I’m sorry,” I heard her mutter into my chest.

“No, I—” I tried to say, unsure of what I was feeling. My brain felt full of mush and conflicting thoughts. Lack of sleep, months of worry, and now finding how deeply I had missed her left me feeling confused. And that kiss had meant something. I thought we had both felt it.

“How adorable,” I heard a voice say from inside the tent. “The hero comes back to rescue the fair maiden. What a storybook romance.”

I grabbed Tawny instinctively to put her behind me but saw Sootree sitting up on a cot across from Tawny’s.

“Sootree?” I said, surprised to see her there. I had almost completely forgotten about her.

“Sootree?” she said, mocking me. She had always been distant, but I had never heard her speak with such venom before.

“Ignore her.” Tawny stepped out of my arms and back toward her cot. I could tell she was blushing furiously because of what had happened and Sootree’s cutting words.

I stepped further into the tent and made sure the flaps were closed securely.

“She took an injury in one of our first battles,” Tawny told me, “and the healers have said regrowing her limb is a low priority until we get back to the city.”

I looked closer and saw that Sootree was missing her left leg from her thigh downward. She looked thin and sickly as well; the lack of exercise and the wound seemed to have weakened her considerably. I hadn’t planned on her being here, although I should have known since they had shared a tent before. I had just been so excited to see Tawny that I hadn’t considered the possibility.

Now I had to deal with a bitter and wounded Sootree, who didn’t realize she had leverage over me but would someday find out. That was a serious problem.

“What are you doing here, Jake?” Tawny asked after an awkward moment of me staring at Sootree’s leg and her glaring daggers back at me.

“Oh,” I said, trying to regain my balance after my mind had gone to a dark place on how to deal with Sootree. “Sorry, I’m not here officially. I just wanted to talk to you about some important things, Tawny.”

“How did you get here?” she said quickly. “Is a relief force on the way finally? Are you with them?”

“No,” I said. “No relief force. The city is besieged by an army almost as big as the one outside this valley, if not bigger. From what I have heard, the city expected another army from the south but it hasn’t arrived. They suspect another army of wolves may have engaged that army or kept it from helping the city.”

“Shit,” Tawny said, looking upset at the news. Sootree seemed indifferent.

“Uhh,” I said, “I don’t mean to be indelicate, but can we talk privately? I have to stay hidden here for various reasons I can explain to you later. Is there a place you can go that I can follow in secret and we can talk?”

I figured Sootree would probably not raise the alarm about me since she didn’t know I had betrayed the order and had to think I was just on some mission for my special unit.

Tawny thought for a moment. “There really isn’t a lot of privacy around here. The tents are the only real place where we can be away from the others.”

“Shoot,” I said, having wanted to avoid messing with Sootree’s mind, but I did not want to have this conversation in front of her. “Okay, well, I guess this will have to do.”

Sootree was eyeing me a bit suspiciously at this point, so I invoked my Mental Control card and put her to sleep. It was surprisingly easy. Just the tiniest of glimpses into her mind told me that her body was desperate for sleep, but her fear about her injury and being kicked out of the order for being useless had kept her awake for days at a time.

When Tawny saw Sootree fall into an immediate sleep, she turned to me in surprise. “Did you do that?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “I have a lot to tell you that I can’t afford to have her hear. Some of it you aren’t going to like hearing, but I know I can trust you at least. She would betray me in a second if she had the opportunity.”

“Jake,” she said, “you better start at the beginning because this is worrying me.”

I settled down on the floor of her tent and gestured for her to join me. She reluctantly sat across from me.

“Listen,” I said, “things have changed a lot in just the short time since we saw each other. I have to leave the order, but I wanted to see you first.”

“Leave the order?” she said. “Why? How?”

“That is a long story. Remember how I promised to tell you someday about what I could do and why things were a bit different for me? I am ready to tell you everything now if you want to hear it.”

She nodded at me, but her usually kind and excited face seemed worried.

I told her everything about how energy worked, about where I was really from, about how I needed to get home because my world was facing the prospect of becoming a failed world just like this one. The only thing I left out was the griffon eggs I had stolen and my plans to rob the order’s tower—I wasn’t ready to see the judgment in her eyes when she found out I had betrayed the order that fully.

“That is too much to take in,” she said after I was done. She had listened patiently and asked a few questions throughout. Now she stood and began pacing in front of me. “You are saying,” she said, looking down at me, “that you can access the energy behind the cards? The true energy of the gods? And that is why you were selected for the special unit? That others can as well?”

“Yes, and I believe you can as well. Frankly, your ability to channel raw energy is better than mine. If you learned to utilize that energy for yourself, instead of just channeling it into runes, you would be very powerful. I didn’t want to tell you before because I was worried the order would find out, and I didn’t know how they’d react. I had to guess that if they knew about such a use of energy, they’d keep it extremely secret, and I didn’t trust them to treat me well when they found out I knew about it.”

“Okay,” she said, sitting down again abruptly. “I can understand that. I trusted you to share your secret with me when you could. I get all that. But why betray the order? They have treated us well. And how could you betray them? I thought our oaths were binding and unbreakable.”

“They are for most people. But when we were giving our oath, I was able to sense the energy that came with the oath and I stopped it from binding us.”

“Us?” she said, shocked.

“Yeah. We weren’t as close then, but I still considered you the closest thing to a friend I had on Ambrosia. I could sense the energy trying to penetrate your core, and I put a shield around you to stop it from binding you. I did the same for me when it was my turn. So neither of us are bound by the oath we made.”

“We may not be bound by it through our energy but it is still an oath that I made wholeheartedly. I meant it when I swore that oath.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I hadn’t meant it at all, and I knew that the order meant more to her than it did to me, but I had always just seen the order as a means to get home.

“Did it mean nothing to you?” she asked me, looking up at me slightly from where she sat in front of me.

“Honestly,” I said, hating to see the disappointment in her eyes. “I just needed to get home. I was trapped on Ambrosia, and the order seemed like my best chance to find a way back to my world.”

She shook her head sadly.

“Listen,” I said, swallowing nervously. “I wanted to ask you to come with me. To Earth. I think I can get us there soon. I had been planning to ask you to come as a friend. I hadn’t really anticipated how seeing you would go . . .”

She blushed and tried to apologize again.

“No, I . . .” I said. “I am trying to say, um . . . I just think I had been so focused on getting home that I hadn’t realized how much you had come to mean to me. I . . . really missed you. I just didn’t know what I was feeling until . . . you know . . .”

I felt sweaty and a bit sick, like a lovesick teenager. It was ridiculous, yet I couldn’t help myself.

She blushed deeper. “I thought you might have died. We never heard back from the city, and last I heard you were off on some secret mission. I just . . . I didn’t really know what I was feeling, either. But as soon as I saw you, I knew. And I wanted you to know.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, smiling at her words. “Believe me, I appreciate it greatly.”

She laughed softly at that, and her blush faded slightly. After a moment, her face turned more serious again, though. “Jake, I can’t just leave the order. My family is relying on me. This is our chance to move up in the world. And I meant my oath to the order. I can’t just betray that. It’s not who I am.”

I felt the smile fall from my face, and a pit began to open in my stomach. “We can bring your family with us. I was planning to propose that anyway. My world has access to an abundance of cards. And I have a safe place for everyone to live. At least it was safe before I left. There may be danger there now, but I think with the legion here and my friends and contacts back home, we would be safe. Your family could grow in ways there that they never could here.”

She sighed and moved closer to me, taking my hands in hers. “Jake,” she said softly. “I have come to appreciate you in ways that I didn’t expect. I . . . am touched, more than I can ever say, by what you are saying. I dreamed of you coming back and me finally confessing how I felt. I imagined a life where we got to know each other better as we worked our way up the order’s ranks, and I think it would have been a very good thing.”

My heart felt like it was breaking, and the pit in my stomach was stretching wider and wider.

“But . . .” she said. “I can’t just move my family to a different world. My grandparents, they wouldn’t go. What if I went with you and something happened to Dapple? I could never forgive myself. Ambrosia isn’t great, but I know he will be safe whenever I’m not there to protect him. He will get a good education, and with my connections in the order, I know I can give him a better life than my family has ever had.”

I felt a tear fall down my cheek, because I recognized that she had made up her mind. I squeezed her hands and sighed deeply.

“It’s crazy,” I said, trying to smile. “I really thought I was just coming here to invite a friend to go on another adventure with me to my world. I didn’t really think it all through. And I wasn’t expecting to feel so . . . much at seeing you again.”

She smiled back at me, her eyes watery as well. “I’m so sorry I can’t go with you, Jake. You know, if it was just me, I would go, right? I would ride off on the adventure of a lifetime with you and we could go rescue your world together. But it isn’t just me. I have to do what is right for my son and my family.”

“I understand,” I said. And I did. I hadn’t expected to have such an emotional reaction to seeing her, and I felt like I was a swimmer dropped into the deep ocean when I had been expecting a dip in a shallow pool.

“But, Jake,” she said, scooting a bit closer to me. “That doesn’t mean you can’t stay for a while longer, does it? Nobody bothers us in our tents these days, and I’m not expected anywhere anytime soon.”

My eyebrows shot upward. She grinned shyly at me, and I couldn’t help but smile at the teasing look on her face.

“Well,” I said, “I think I could make some time . . .”

Her grin turned wicked at my reply, and I felt the strength in her arms as she pulled me closer to her and buried me in another kiss.
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I spent the rest of the day and well into the night with Tawny. I kept Sootree subdued and felt less and less guilty about it as the day went on. It wasn’t all fun. Tawny and I had many more heart-to-hearts, and I ended up trying to convince her to come with me again until she finally told me to stop. It was hard to do because part of me struggled to accept that I couldn’t find a solution to the problem, until I realized it wasn’t a problem to be fixed. It was a decision that Tawny had made. And I had to respect it, even if I wished she had decided differently.

We parted during the night. I gave her all of my remaining cards and told her to use them for herself, her family, and her son. She tried to refuse, but I was stubborn about it and she finally relented. We kissed goodbye, and I felt a part of my heart break as I turned invisible and walked slowly away from her tent. I thought I could hear the smallest of sobs from her as I left. I almost turned around at the sound and made her come with me, but she never came after me or called out. I knew this was just as hard for her as it was for me, and I couldn’t force her to give up her family for some fleeting romance that might not even work out in the long run.

Sighing, I left the valley and began to run north as quickly as I could. Once I was out of sight of the army, I found a place nearby to sit and concentrate. I tried to build an image of the area around me in my mind, but it kept slipping when my thoughts ran back to Tawny. Finally, giving up, I found a secure place to sleep and tried to get some rest.

I woke up the next morning, still invisible and undetected. I ate a quick breakfast and then was able to concentrate enough to open a portal back to the city. I felt a lingering sadness that Tawny wasn’t coming with me, but I also knew that eventually I would look back at my time with her and have happy memories of our time together.

I stepped through the portal and into the portal room and saw Professor Marchet and his team working diligently over the second portal stone.

“Jake!” he yelled, seeing me appear from within the portal. “Good timing, my lad! We are just finishing up the final touches. Can you inspect the runes? If they are ready, we should be able to move forward with making the portal to Ambrosia.”

I smiled at his enthusiasm and followed him over to the second portal stone. It was prebuilt in three large chunks, just like the order’s had been in the portal master’s memory. Each could be combined quickly and would form a complete stone.

I checked the runes diligently and saw that they had done a flawless job. I told Marchet and his team, and they all beamed at my praise and slapped each other on the back.

“When can we form the portal?” Professor Marchet asked me.

“Let me go check with my contacts and I will let you know,” I replied. “If they are ready to go, then we could do it right now.”

“Oh, yes!” Professor Marchet yelled, jumping up in excitement. “Oh, I should probably tell Professor Brehome. She will want to be here.”

“Okay,” I said, “you go do that and I will step over and check in with my people.”

I moved away from him and opened a portal to the corner of the warehouse on Ambrosia.

Once I stepped through, I saw the warehouse was in full swing. People were building desks and shelving while unloading crates and a bunch of other things. I closed the portal behind me and tried to find Shaper or Moonray but couldn’t find them in the warehouse.

Finally, I sent Shaper and Moonray a message on my watch, and they both replied in minutes, saying they were on their way. I watched the workers unloading and building things around the warehouse. None of them had stopped to gawk at the sight of me exiting a large, purple portal through space and time in the corner, so they had either been briefed by Shaper and Moonray or were used to seeing such things from their work with people higher up in the towers. Probably both.

When Shaper and Moonray joined us, I let them know we were ready to proceed with opening a more permanent portal. They said they were ready to go as well, so I jumped back to Tellus to let them know.

There, Professor Brehome was waiting with the others, and she had a squad of her legionaries in rune-carved armor with her.

“To help our security on the other world,” she said. I didn’t raise an objection since it couldn’t hurt to have some more guards around to watch the portal.

Then I settled into a meditative pose to the side of the portal stone that Professor Marchet had built before I had joined him.

“Have your team ready to go as soon as it opens,” I told him. “I will hold it open as long as I can. Make sure to build it around the portal perfectly and fuse it together as quickly as you can.”

“Yes, yes,” Professor Marchet said. “We will do it! We have practiced. Let’s make history for our world!”

I smiled and began to build the images of the world around me and the corner of the warehouse on Ambrosia. This time, instead of simply opening the portal in front of me, I began to channel my energy into the portal stone itself.

As I did, I connected the concepts imbued in the runes with my portal. As each rune lit up with purple light, I felt the portal begin to form. Finally, after I had channeled more energy than I could have ever channeled before joining the order, the portal burst into brilliant purple light inside the portal stone.

“Go, go, go!” I heard someone yell, and then a number of people jumped into the portal, carrying the parts of the second portal stone.

I felt the drain on my energy as each one passed through. It was significant, and without my efficiency rune, I would have never been able to hold the portal open for long enough to complete the stone on the other side. As it was, I was confident I could do it as long as they didn’t take too long.

Time passed slowly, and my energy reserves were dwindling when I felt the portal stone on the other side begin to draw energy from me as well. I hadn’t expected it to draw from me a second time, and I felt lightheaded. I tried to pull in as much energy as I could through my rune and into my core so I could feed the energy to the second stone, but it was greedily sucking up my energy faster than I could replenish the energy in my core.

I began to sway and lose my concentration, but I couldn’t let the portal fail at this point or I would likely blow myself and everyone on both sides of the portal into oblivion. I cancelled the energy I used to enhance myself, even cancelling the energy I used to cloak my mind and core, feeding that energy into the second portal stone as well.

Finally, just when I felt completely drained of every drop of energy I could spare, I felt the second stone solidify. The portal in front of me flickered once and then settled down, becoming stable. I withdrew my energy quickly and felt the portal remain open.

Faintly, I heard cheering, but I was too exhausted to pay any attention. I tried to stay in my meditative pose to draw in more energy, but it was too difficult. I found myself slumping sideways and felt my consciousness retreat as the hard floor painfully impacted against my head.

When I awoke, I was in my bed. I sat up in a panic when I realized someone must have seen the eggs all over my floor, but after a quick count, I saw that none of them were missing. Whoever had brought me here probably didn’t recognize what they were and hopefully just chalked them up to weird things that wizardy people collected.

I didn’t rush over to the portal room, figuring things were probably going fine since I didn’t see any explosions or wars being fought in the middle of the campus. Instead, I went and ate some warm food for the first time since leaving to find the legion camp.

Once I was done with that, I went back to my room and took a warm bath, changing into some clean clothes, and then went to check out the portal room.

If I had thought the warehouse in Ambrosia was bustling, the portal room was practically bursting at the seams in comparison. People from both sides were busy slinging crates around and stacking them all around the portal room. Legionaries were then breaking the crates down and hustling the food and other goods out of the portal room through a tunnel I hadn’t known existed before just now.

I saw Professor Brehome in the midst of the chaos. She was chatting with Shaper, yelling at various people around the room, and reviewing documents all at the same time. Shaper seemed to be enjoying watching Professor Brehome work, although it was hard to tell with their lack of a face and all.

I walked over to them, dodging the occasional worker, crate, or combination of the two.

“Where’s Professor Marchet?” I asked when I finally got to them.

“Your friend Moonray,” Professor Brehome said, “is giving him a tour of Ambrosia. Marchet tried to run off on his own, but Moonray offered to babysit him to keep him from getting himself lost or killed right away.”

“Ah, yeah,” I said, “that was a very good idea.”

“Jake,” Professor Brehome said, turning to me. “Thank you for what you’ve done here. You have helped save my city. I wasn’t sure about you to start, but you have proven yourself a true ally. Thank you.”

I blushed at the statuesque woman’s words. She always seemed so controlled and seemed to be running a thousand operations at once, so hearing the emotion in her voice was gratifying and embarrassing at the same time.

Before I could respond, she got down to business. “Now, I want to discuss our next steps. Shaper here says we should be able to secure enough food to keep our city from starving, but we will eventually run out of our stockpile of cards and shards. We can only farm our dungeon so much, so we have a very limited amount of revenue incoming. I want to discuss with you a few ideas I have for the next steps.”

“Actually,” I said before she could get started, “I wanted to give you an important update and propose an idea of mine first, if you don’t mind.”

I told them about the other legion army and how I had been able to find it to the southeast of the city. I didn’t tell them why I was there. I could tell Professor Brehome thought I was just trying to help the city more, and I didn’t feel up to correcting her.

“So I think,” I said after I explained what I had found and answered some of her questions, “that I could potentially open a temporary portal long enough to evacuate most of the remaining legion forces back to the city. When a portal leads from one place to another in the same world, it is a bit easier to hold open. We may have to go in waves so I have a chance to rest, but if we went at night, I think we could get everyone out before the wolves were aware of what we had done. They weren’t really watching the valley closely, since they knew they had the legion bottled up.”

Professor Brehome called a legionary over and told her to gather some others to the portal room while she considered what I said.

“Here’s the thing, though,” I said to her. “I can’t have the order finding out about me right now. And you don’t want them finding out that you have portal technology.”

“Yes,” she said, “I was just considering that problem.”

“What if you terminated your contract with them?” I said, proposing an idea I had thought of after seeing how little they were doing to help the besieged legion anyway. “They aren’t really helping and are costing you a fortune. At this point, they are requiring us to hide a lot of our potential. If they were gone, there wouldn’t be many people left to realize what we were doing.”

“That is true,” Professor Brehome said thoughtfully. “Most of the tourists have already fled and wouldn’t notice what we were doing anyway if we were careful. Interesting. Let me talk to my people and we will let you know.”

“Great,” I said. “In the meantime, I’m pretty beat so I’m gonna go get some rest in my room until you need me.”

She waved me off, and Shaper gave me a small wave as well when I said goodbye to them. I dodged my way through the portal room and escaped safely back to my room. There, I took a nap and tried to process a bit of what happened between me and Tawny. I felt a deep sadness when I thought about her, but I was also still just surprised by how sudden everything was. This new world seemed to be full of danger, but it also made life move at a much faster pace. My past self had, many times, been afraid to do anything, and I let potential romances die out because I never took a chance or acted on them. My first card, gifted to me based on my personality, had been very accurate. I was frozen in time—not just in my refusal to leave my hometown, not just in my dead-end job, but also in my romantic life. I just let the world pass me by, like I was an insect frozen in a block of ice.

Now, life was too short and the world too dangerous to do nothing. I had gone to see Tawny with the intention of talking to my only friend, but when she kissed me, the feelings I had been suppressing about her came boiling over, shocking me with their intensity. My rational brain tried to tell me it was because she was the first kind person I had gotten close to since my imprisonment, and maybe that was true, but she was also just a great person and I had grown to admire her more and more as I spent more time around her. And she was as cute as a button and surprisingly fierce. I would not want to fight her after she got all her runes engraved on herself.

I realized I wasn’t relaxing in the slightest, and thinking of how much I missed her was only getting me more worked up.

I stood and began to practice the barehanded forms that Prince Andrathath had taught me so long ago. The soothing repetition helped calm my mind, and I lost myself in the flow of the forms.

I was interrupted a couple of hours later by a knock on the door. When I called out, a legionary told me that Professor Brehome had asked for me to come to the portal room.

I went into the bathroom and wiped away some of the sweat that had accrued on my face after practicing my forms for so long and then made my way back to the portal room.

There, I saw several senior legionaries standing around a large wooden table next to Professor Brehome. I approached and saw a map on the table. They had placed some medallions on the map where they believed the legion army was trapped. I stepped between a few of the legionaries.

“Good,” Professor Brehome said when she saw me, “this is our ally that I had mentioned.” She turned to me. “Jake, we like your idea but have come up with a modification that we believe will work better. But first, we agree it is time to break our contract with the order. I sent word while you were gone, and they should be returning to Ambrosia within a day.”

“I still think this is a mistake,” one of the grizzled legionaries around the table said. “We need them to hold the wall and we are burning bridges with important people we may need later.”

“People that are letting you starve,” I said, refusing to stay silent. “People that will only sell you food for insane prices. People that are sitting in your camp”—I pointed at where the legion army was trapped—“eating like kings while your people die to protect them and starve right in front of them. If these are your allies, then your world isn’t going to survive anyway. They will abandon you as soon as you run out of cards to pay them. And they won’t even wave goodbye as they leave you to drown here on this dying world.”

The legionary who had spoken before was glowering at me, but the others were listening with blank expressions on their faces, neither upset nor supporting what I was saying.

“What our ally is saying is true,” Professor Brehome said, “and we know it is true and we knew that was the ally we were getting when we contracted with them. They didn’t sugarcoat things. I give them credit for that. They made clear from the beginning why they were helping us and how far they would go to do it. We had no choice before about it, but now we have a better option.”

The legionary that had spoken stopped openly glaring at me after she spoke, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced.

“Either way,” she said, “it is already done. Now we need to plan what to do from here.” She gestured down at the map. “I like your idea of opening a portal to our trapped legion,” she told me, “but with a slight modification. Instead of using the portal to bring them to us, I want you to use your portal to bring us to them.”

She laid out their plan to me. It sounded risky, but it could work. She wanted me to open a portal in the middle of the night behind the Lupusian army, and they would send in as many soldiers as they could from the city. Given how unprepared they were for an attack from behind, our forces should be able to strike quickly and have a devastating effect on the encamped—and unprepared—wolves. At the same time, I would relay a message to the general in charge of the trapped army, and they would attack from the valley as soon as the wolves managed to rally and turn to face our attacking army, striking them from behind in another surprise attack. Before the besiegers of the city could figure out our walls were undermanned, we would portal back and resume the defense of the city—now with the remains of a second army in reserve.

I wasn’t a general by any means, so I deferred to their expertise. The question for me was, could I hold the portal open long enough to make it work?

“I’ll go rest until the order is gone,” I told her. “Once they are gone, I’ll run some tests, but I think we can make it happen.”

“Good,” she said, smiling at me. “I believe this will work. We will prepare our forces here in the city and get Professor Marchet back here to continue engraving more armor and weapons for our forces. Can you be back here tomorrow around noon?”

“Sure.” I said goodbye to the legionaries and made my way out of the portal room.

Before resting, I turned invisible and went to watch the order packing up their camp. I resumed my perch on the rooftop near their camp. I saw the members of the order packing quickly, and once things were packed, runners came and grabbed the items and brought them through the portal.

I saw Jurtan and my former groupmates on the wall, watching the besieging army. Were they sad to be going or just happy to have completed another contract? They had struck me as good people who genuinely wanted to help the people of this world. Maybe, like Jurtan had said, the divide between the tower and the people here was responsible for some of the policies I was seeing. Maybe the tower set the rules and rates for selling food to “natives” and the Runic Knights on deployment could only bend the rules so far.

I hoped that was the case, because I felt that I’d met a lot of good people in the order so far. I didn’t see the quartermaster who had helped me so much, but I hoped that he had survived the attack on the camp outside the wall and that he was doing well. If I ever got a chance, I would return his rune book—after copying it first, of course.

I watched the camp packing and retreating through the portal until the sun began to set and then made my way back to my room for the night.






18

The next morning, after a filling breakfast of fresh food from Ambrosia, I joined Professor Brehome in the portal room.

“The order has officially abandoned our world,” she told me as I arrived. “We plan to attack tonight, before the besieging army realizes they are gone. We believe the order has also retreated from the valley, although we are not able to confirm such a thing. We need you to open a portal to the order’s camp so we can coordinate our attack for tonight and so we can reassure everyone after seeing the order retreat.”

“Sure,” I said, “that will also be a good test for me. I’ll stay here and maintain the portal for as long as I can.”

“Good idea,” she said.

I stepped back and settled into a meditative pose. Once I was ready, I pictured the part of the valley where the order had been camping before. I figured that part was likely clear enough for my portal to form safely.

Once I had the image of that area and the image of the room around me in place, the portal opened quickly. I heard shuffling around me and then felt the energy drain as several people stepped through my portal. The drain wasn’t nearly as bad as when I had held open the portal between this world and Ambrosia.

I breathed steadily and continued to draw energy into my core through my Efficiency rune and then feed it to the portal in front of me. I could feel an abundance of energy in my core and felt I could hold the portal for quite a while like this, but I was unsure how much would be drained as people moved through the portal.

“Can someone organize some people to run through the portal and back for me so I can test how long I can hold it open?”

I waited, but nobody responded. I opened my eyes and saw two of the senior legionaries looking at each other, unsure of what to do.

“C’mon,” I told them. “I need to test this properly. Grab five or ten people and have ’em run back and forth for me. They’ll be totally safe.”

After a moment, one of them barked some orders, and a group of legionaries stopped working nearby and came to attention in front of us. I closed my eyes again and began to cycle my energy as efficiently as I could.

I felt the soldiers begin to step through the portal one after another. Once they were through, I felt them coming back through to our side after a short delay. I opened an eye for a second and saw the soldiers literally jumping through the portal, one after the other, like kids playing jump rope on the playground. I had to stop myself from laughing at the sight.

I let them continue for several minutes and then told them they could stop. I did some rough calculations based on how much energy each soldier took when they passed through the portal. This helped me determine how efficiently I could resupply my core. If I was right, I should be able to hold the portal for at least an hour or more. If the soldiers moved quickly—and the marching soldiers of the legion could move with frightening speed—that should let us send thousands of soldiers through before I ran out of energy.

I had seen in the portal master’s memories such usage of portals before, and it was quite common in modern Ambrosian warfare, but it was still pretty shocking to me. An army could appear or disappear from almost anywhere. And my energy level was significantly higher than that of most portal masters due to my ability to channel actual energy instead of just relying on the card itself. Most portal masters did actually use the world’s energy to fuel their portal cards, but they didn’t know they were doing it. They just held the portal until they felt they couldn’t any longer.

I was able to cycle more energy into my core to continually supply the portal, and with my Efficiency rune and my trained core, I was able to move significantly more people than the average portal master.

I had to assume that the gods and likely other powerful clans or orders had portal masters that could also utilize the world’s energy, but I guessed they were pretty rare. If I could continue to coordinate this with the legion and with my allies back home, it could be a major advantage in our efforts to secure Earth and deal with the pesky non-humans in the city down south.

After an hour, I felt a group of people return through my portal, and Professor Brehome told me I could close it up.

I let the energy of the portal collapse and then opened my eyes. Professor Brehome was already motioning at the map on the table. I stood and approached.

“Can you put our army about one hundred feet from their back lines?” she asked me.

I thought back to my trip through the camp. The spot I had rested before entering the army’s encampment was about that far back, and I still had a strong memory of the place.

“Yes,” I said, “I can make that work.”

“Good,” she said. “Very good. Time to get some payback, then.”

I dickered around for the afternoon, crossing over briefly to Ambrosia to check in with people there, who reassured me that I wasn’t needed until it was time to move the army.

Professor Brehome led me to the center of the city, and I saw four long lines of legionary troops formed up on each of the main roads through the city. The sight was rather intimidating. I could feel the eyes of the soldiers on me, and they felt hungry for violence.

Professor Brehome had laid out a comfortable rug on the ground, out of the way of the four lines of troops. I settled in and began to picture the two images I needed to open the portal. When I was ready, I signaled to her, and I heard a legion officer bark an order nearby.

I concentrated and opened the portal in the exact center of the city. As soon as it was open, I felt people begin to file into the portal rapidly. They must have begun to march at the exact second I signaled, and if I hadn’t been able to open the portal right away, they would have marched right through the portal location and I might have opened it right on top of a legionary. They weren’t kidding about this attack and were willing to risk a lot more than one soldier’s life by portal to make this work.

I swallowed and tried to settle my thoughts down so I could properly channel energy into my core. After only a few seconds, I could tell that over a hundred soldiers had piled through my portal. I quickly began to pull more energy into my core and fed it into the portal. Even with my best estimates and having seen the soldiers march, I hadn’t fully anticipated just how quick legion soldiers could move.

More and more soldiers piled through the portal. I wanted to open my eyes to see if I could tell what was happening on the other side, but I needed to stay focused. I channeled energy through my rune and into my core as rapidly as I could. I felt like a metal coil being heated as electricity passed through me.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed or how many soldiers had made it through the portal, but I raised my hand to indicate that I was getting close to running out of energy. I heard someone bark another order, and after a moment, the soldiers stopped piling through the portal.

I felt a pair of hands help me stand. I opened my eyes and quickly looked around the plaza. We had emptied almost three of the four main roads. Just a few dozen soldiers remained on the third road.

The grumpy legionary officer that hadn’t trusted me before was guiding me by the elbow toward the portal.

“Good work, son,” he said. “That was impressively done. Let’s get to the other side and let you rest up a bit for the return trip home.”

I nodded to him and let him guide me through the portal. There, I saw Professor Brehome, who had food and water waiting for me on another rug she had laid out on the grass near the portal. These legion people sure thought of everything.

I sank onto the rug and gratefully released the portal. Professor Brehome handed me the food and water, and I ate as I watched what the legion I had transported was doing in front of us.

Our surprise attack appeared to be a total shock to the wolves, who had become complacent and were caught completely by surprise. The legion army from the city, several thousand strong, swept through them like a river. My enhanced sight showed me thousands of dead wolves already. Many more were trying to run but were being cut down from behind as they did.

As I ate, I saw a core of cthuloids and shamans begin to rally the wolves near them. The ogres controlled by the cthuloids and their psionic attacks, combined with the shamans’ spells, were holding back the legion near them and forcing them to form up and defend themselves.

In other places, the slaughter continued unabated. Once the shield wall was formed to defend against the rallying army, I saw the legion magical forces unleash every spell card they had on the cthuloids and their troops. The night sky lit up brightly as every color imaginable exploded into existence between the two armies.

I had to blink several times after the brightness of the attacks. When I could finally see again, I watched the two armies clash and also noticed that the army from the valley had formed up and was marching down to attack the cthuloids from behind.

They didn’t catch the rallying army by surprise, but the sight of the second legion army approaching was enough to break the morale of the rallying troops. They began to scatter and run, which allowed our legion soldiers to advance and put down the cthuloids and their slaves with ease.

The rest was cleanup. I closed my eyes to avoid watching the slaughter. The sounds carried easily over the still night air, and that was more than enough to paint a picture of what was happening to the Lupusian army. The legion was a disciplined force, but even disciplined soldiers had some issues to work out after being besieged and trapped for so long.

By the time things began to quiet, the sun was already rising. I opened my eyes and, as far as I could see, dead wolves spread across the grasslands. We had planned for having to make a hasty retreat if the wolves rallied, but this was nothing less than total victory.

I felt sick at the sight, not particularly victorious, but I knew it had to be done. If this army had been threatening my people, I wouldn’t have hesitated to do what was necessary to defend them. The legionaries had only done the same here. The fewer that survived, the fewer that could attack next time.

“We will stay for the rest of the day,” I heard Professor Brehome say to me from nearby, “to loot the corpses and heal our wounded. Can you open another portal to the central plaza for us to send back some of our troops to man the walls at home in case of attack?”

“Sure,” I replied.

It took another hour for the troops to get organized, and once they were ready, I opened the portal back to the city and they filed back through the portal. I heard several of them give me a cheer as they passed, and many called thanks and praise for me as they entered the portal. I couldn’t help but feel gratified by their praise, but at the same time, I felt a bit uncomfortable with being praised for facilitating such a slaughter.

After the soldiers had passed, I closed the portal and continued to rest with my eyes closed to avoid watching the legionaries move across the battlefield and loot the bodies.

Professor Brehome had me open the portal off and on throughout the day, and the legion delivered food for us and the soldiers as they went about their grisly looting. The smell of the dead bodies had begun to gather, so I didn’t feel very hungry, but I forced myself to eat in order to keep up enough strength to open a portal home.

By nightfall, the legion was ready to move. I opened the portal back to the city, and a long line of soldiers formed in front of it and began to quickly march through.

When they were through, Professor Brehome and I stepped back through the portal.

“That will go down in the history books, you know,” she told me on the other side of the portal. “One of our greatest victories. The city will celebrate tonight.”

I could already see word spreading through the city, and people were coming out to cheer for the returning legionaries. I felt my eyes water a bit at the sight. It was a refreshing reminder of why the slaughter on the other side of the portal had been necessary. And if I felt any guilt about the situation, it was more rightly placed on the heads of the gods that made such a fucked-up world to begin with.

“Come,” she told me, taking my arm. “We are done for tonight, but the siege here continues. We have saved our army, but it will not likely be enough to break the siege. I’m afraid we will need you more in the future.”

I followed her back to the academy and turned down her invitation for a late dinner, preferring to retreat to my room and summon Oliver for a bit to help calm my mixed feelings about what we had done.

Over the next few days, I helped portal units of legionaries behind enemy lines near where the legion had been trapped so they could hunt down more of the scattered enemy army. They had orders to return to the battlefield after three days so I could teleport them back to the city.

Professor Brehome found me one of the days and gave me a stack of one hundred cards, saying it was my share of the battlefield loot. I was really tempted to ask her for the cthuloid cards so I could try evolving my Mental Control card further, but I didn’t want to raise suspicion by revealing my interest in mental cards. I could imagine people becoming pretty suspicious of me if they found out I was using mental cards, even though I hadn’t used them once on the blue-skinned people I was working with.

The legion had extensive experience with commandeering supplies, and combined with my contacts on Ambrosia, they were turning the whole operation into a streamlined process. The legion was already importing a bit of tech from Ambrosia as well, as I had guessed they would. I saw a senior officer carrying a ray gun at one of the meetings I attended, and it was so hilariously incongruous that I had to stop myself from snickering at the sight.

I took to portaling into the forest in search of a dungeon to clear or more cthuloids to kill so I could try evolving my card, but I didn’t have any luck finding either. I spent the rest of my time processing my feelings for Tawny and going over what had happened between us, dealing with my mixed feelings about the battle, and practicing my illusions.

Finally, Professor Brehome found me as I was twirling my thumbs in the academy courtyard, summoning flocks of birds above me. I was no longer in disguise since the order had left, so it was nice to be out and about as myself as I practiced my illusions.

“We want you to lead a scouting expedition to the south,” she said, cutting right to the chase, “to find out what is going on down there and why we haven’t had an army come to break this siege.”

I thought about what she said but ended up shaking my head. “I can’t lead a group of your people. They wouldn’t be able to keep up with me right now. But I can go myself and take a look.”

“You won’t know the politics of the cities,” she said. “If the matter is political and someone is stopping us from receiving help, we need to know.”

“Hmm,” I replied, thinking. “It still isn’t a good idea for people to travel with me. But I can scout and find out what is going on at least most of the way south, and if I don’t find an enemy army, I can open a portal back here and let you know. Then, if you want to send your people, I can send ’em through a portal and let you all take care of it.”

“Yes,” she said, “that is workable. Good idea.”

She turned to leave, but I called out to stop her. “Listen, I am happy to help, but I also need to start planning for my return to Earth. We need to hammer out our plans for that. When do you want to do that?”

“Tonight,” she replied, still walking away. “My office as the sun sets. I’ll have my people there and we can formalize things.”

I shrugged at her retreating back and continued to practice my illusions until it began to turn dark. I debated going through my cards and seeing about upgrading some of them with my one hundred new cards from Professor Brehome, but what I really wanted was more cards so I could evolve my current cards as much as possible. My running theory, after having thought about it for a while, was that the more a person evolved a specific type of card, the more it began to resemble the domain that I had absorbed from the dungeon. The domain gave me unprecedented control and creativity when it came to illusions. My hope was that if I could do the same with my other cards, I could achieve the same results. I found myself uninterested in just gaining a card or two that might be helpful. I wanted the flexibility that came from domain magic. It was responsive and powerful in a way that the simple card system could never be.

If I could evolve my Time Sense card, that would be truly powerful . . .

In her office, I saw the senior legionary that had spoken up against my idea initially. He gave me a respectful nod as I entered. I returned the gesture, feeling a bit like a fool but not wanting to offend him. Several others from when we met earlier were there as well. We were all standing awkwardly, trying not to topple the many piles of books or scrolls all over the room.

“You really need to get a bigger office,” I told Professor Brehome after everyone greeted each other. “It’s a bit difficult to hold meetings in here.”

“I find it helps move things along,” she said. “I am too busy to be stuck in meetings all day.” She gestured for me to sit in the chair in front of her desk and slid a large piece of paper toward me. “This is a formal declaration of alliance between our two peoples. I understand you don’t necessarily represent a political body back home, but it is not without precedent for us to ally with a single powerful person. We would extend the invitation to your designated people or allies in your world.”

I read through the declaration, but it was pretty straightforward. I appreciated that it was written in plain language that didn’t require fifty lawyers to understand. It basically just said that we agreed to be allies, that we would aid each other materially and in times of war, that trade would be open between our peoples, and that either party could terminate the agreement but must notify the other before doing so.

“I want to add a few specifics to this,” I said, “if I can.”

I explained about the city to the south of my town and what they had done to my people. When I was done, I could feel the outrage from the legionaries around me.

“We avoided that because we kept so much of our strength,” Professor Brehome told me, “but we heard rumors it was happening in other places of our world. What would you ask of us in regard to the city?”

“I would like to add a clause in here that you will help us wage war against them,” I said. “I suspect they have been attacking my people the entire time I’ve been gone and I don’t know whether my people are still free or have been defeated. But I am hoping you can help me turn the tables on them quickly once we get to Earth.”

“We planned to only send through a smaller number of soldiers until we found a safe place to settle,” she said, “but if the numbers you describe are accurate, they should pose no problem for us. We agree to this condition.”

The legionaries nodded as she agreed, and I felt satisfaction when I realized they truly wanted to help and weren’t just playing political games.

“Next,” I said, “this one is a bit personal. I am happy to continue to help your people, and I will go south to try to find out what is going on down there, but I have a bit of a strange request for myself.”

Professor Brehome gestured for me to continue.

“Well,” I said, a bit unsure about revealing so much, “I have, let’s say, a card that involves the manipulation of time . . .”

Professor Brehome raised an eyebrow at me and I saw the officers looking at me in surprise.

“I imagine this is rather rare in your world,” I said, “if it is anything like mine. I don’t normally reveal this, because I try to avoid attention whenever I can. But, uh, what I am saying is that it would be extremely helpful to me and to our success as I try to find the rune for Earth if you happened to have any time cards in the city and I could have them.”

I felt very uncomfortable being so forthright about asking for more cards, especially since they had already given me the portal cards for my assistance, which I imagined were just as rare as my time card, if not rarer.

“Wait,” Professor Brehome said, frowning at me. “Did you say you try to avoid attention? Because ever since I met you, I’ve only seen you do the exact opposite.

Several of the officers guffawed at her comment, and I saw her give me a smile.

“Ah, well . . .” I stammered a bit, flushing. “The plan is always to avoid as much attention as possible. Sometimes I am just really bad at it.”

Everyone laughed at that and I joined them. The tension I felt over asking for something so rare just for my own gain was broken.

“I have a collection of all of the rarest cards our forces have gathered over the years,” she said, “which I either loan out to the people that need them to assist us or gift to those that have done a great service to us. I will look through my records and see if we have any time-related cards, and if they are in use, I will get them back. I have no problem with giving them to you for all you have done for our people. I have told you before, but you have been a steadfast ally, and it is because of you that we saved hundreds of our soldiers’ lives and may be able to find refuge on a new world instead of slowly dying on this one.”

“It’s true, lad,” one of the officers said, a large blue-skinned man with a huge white mustache. “We had all resigned ourselves to just making our deaths as painful as possible for the monsters. None of us believed that the end result was anything but losing. Now, we have hope. We will stand by your world and find a way to prevent what happened to our world from happening to yours. We will fight to protect your world like we have fought to protect ours. To the last man and woman, if that’s what it takes.”

The others nodded fiercely and Professor Brehome gave me another grin.

I couldn’t respond without revealing how touched I was by their dedication, so I simply nodded back.

After that, we wrote in a few more terms I could think of and then signed the declaration. Afterward, I had her bring out another piece of paper and some pens, and I drew a map of the region around my town for her while I explained the different locations and the situation. I also explained how to deal with the orcs, told her about the humans that had settled in Suburbia, and mentioned how little of the world we had actually been able to explore so far.

Finally, feeling drained, we concluded the meeting, and Professor Brehome told me she’d have rations ready for me to grab before I set off to the south in the morning. She promised that while she was gone she’d look for the cards I needed. If any existed, she’d have them for me when I returned. She also told me that Professor Marchet would work diligently to create two more portal stones for Earth and that they had set up a designated spot for me to open my temporary portals inside the portal room.

I grabbed a late dinner from the cafeteria, which was now full of legion soldiers and a few people from Ambrosia instead of students. I sat near some of the people from Ambrosia and made small talk with them and the nearby legion soldiers as I ate. It was nice to see everyone getting along so well.

The next morning, I packed my backpack again, grabbed the rations Professor Brehome had told the kitchen to prepare for me, opened a portal to the east of the city, and then began to travel south.

I decided to circle back to the road once I was far enough past the besieging army that I felt I would avoid their troops. I figured that was the best way to find trouble that might have caused the delay of a southern army. I traveled at a brisk jog, which for me ate up ground like an Olympic sprinter these days. I kept an eye out around me and saw a number of abandoned farms and small towns, likely overrun by the wolves when they had surprised the city with their attack.

I felt bad for the people that had likely been killed, but the attack happened weeks ago now, so there was nothing I could do.

I traveled through the day, stopping only briefly to eat and refill my canteen from wells in the abandoned towns I passed through. I didn’t see another person, wolf, or monster the entire time. It was a bit eerie to walk through so many empty streets and not hear a sound or see another person.

The next day, I finally found signs of what had stopped the army from traveling north. A smaller city sat on top of a large hill next to the road. The city had thick stone walls packed with legionaries. Surrounding the city was another army of Lupusians, insects, and cthuloids.

I was traveling while invisible, so nobody had noticed me yet. I was also still several miles away but could see the army since the terrain was flat around here, except for the large hill the city was perched on.

I moved closer and scouted around the army to try to get a sense of its size. It seemed smaller than the one that had surrounded the city to the north, but it was still several thousand strong. I could see some damage to the walls of the city, but it seemed to be holding out okay for now.

I ducked into a nearby barn that was mostly intact and took a few minutes to get the images together before opening a portal back north.

Once I was in the portal room, I checked in with Professor Marchet and his team, who were working on the portal stones while other members of his growing team were engraving runes on armor and weapons nearby.

I left and went to find Professor Brehome to update her on what I had found. She had me follow her to talk to the legion officers. I updated them as well and then stood around while they discussed what to do.

Eventually, I got bored and left to grab some warm food. When I got back, they had a map out and a plan in place. They explained the plan to me and my part in it; it was basically the same plan we had used to free the trapped legion. The only difference was that they wanted me to drop a second army a day away first so it could participate in the battle as well. Since we had more soldiers than last time, we could afford to send some out in advance without weakening the walls significantly.

A couple of days passed so the legion could organize their troops. I snuck into the city, found a safe place to open a portal, and transported Professor Brehome and the officers in to meet with the leaders of the city on the hill.

When they got back, they seemed angry. They didn’t explain why, but I overheard enough to get the idea. Apparently, the legionaries in the city outnumbered the besieging army by a significant amount, but the general in charge of the army refused to leave the city and attack. I didn’t hear why, but when the officers mentioned the name of the general in charge, their tone held nothing but disgust.

That also meant that we couldn’t rely on the army inside the city to rally and attack the besieging army, but Professor Brehome told me that she would take care of the problem. She had me open another portal into the city that night, and I watched as a group of five suspiciously nondescript men and women passed through the portal. The next morning, I let Professor Brehome and the senior officers through again, and when they returned, they seemed much more satisfied.

“They will be ready to attack when we signal for them,” was all that Professor Brehome told me afterward. I didn’t ask any further questions.

That evening, I dropped the first army off north of the city. I spent the rest of that day resting, and then, the following night, I was back in the center of the city, surrounded by lines of soldiers spreading down each of the four roads of the city.

I opened the portal, and they marched through just like last time. Before Professor Brehome and I stepped through the portal, I saw that we had finished three roads completely and made some small progress on the fourth. Either they had gotten more efficient at marching or I was gaining more competency with my portals.

On the other side, I closed the portal and then sat down to eat and rest. The battle in front of me seemed fiercer than last time; the wolf army hadn’t been caught by surprise as thoroughly and had rallied their soldiers to resist the legion. The legion formed their shield walls, though, and began to wear down the wolves as they rabidly attacked.

The large praying mantis insects were even more dangerous when the legion wasn’t behind a wall, though. I watched as the magical core of the legion focused on them, but even they weren’t able to stop the insects completely. When one of them reached the front lines of a legion shield wall, it proved devastating. I watched as one of them swiped downward and killed several legionaries with a single claw. Even worse, that created an opening for the wolves to get through, and they began to spill past the front line of the legion’s forces.

A large flare of red light shot into the air, and the legionaries that had been manning the walls began to spill out through the gate of the city. They marched rapidly down from the city and struck the back of the Lupusian army that had turned to engage our forces.

As they struck, I saw our second army approaching in the distance. It moved just as rapidly, and within just a few minutes, it was reinforcing our army. Once the forces from the city cut their way to our shield wall, the two forces combined and began to roll up the wolves with ease. I could see what Professor Brehome and the others said about the forces in the city outnumbering the besiegers; they kept pouring out of the city and attacking the wolves.

It took longer than I had expected, but after another hour, the wolves broke and began to retreat. The legion followed ruthlessly and cut them down from behind. It quickly turned into a bloodbath.

I looked away at that point and focused on meditating to restore my drained core.

By the time the sun was rising, the battle was over and the looting had begun. Professor Brehome had me send back about a thousand troops to secure the walls back home. I opened the portal and then stuck around while the legion finished up looting and healing their wounded.

By midday, I was invited to a staffing with Professor Brehome, the senior officers of the legion, and the new general in charge of the forces here. The new general, a large blue-skinned woman, seemed to be a friend of Professor Brehome, judging by their friendly demeanors.

Either way, I felt a bit like a third wheel again as everyone else discussed strategy and I stood around feeling a bit bored by the whole thing. I wanted to get into the order’s tower and get the book sooner rather than later, but I wanted to help my new allies as well.

After the staffing, I portaled Professor Brehome and another army back to the city. The plan, from what I heard, was for the new general to march north and for us to coordinate attacking the army besieging the city. With the number of troops we had now, we should be able to defeat the wolves, they believed.

Things wrapped up rather quickly from there. I practiced my illusions and portaled Professor Brehome and the others around a bit every so often. I stewed a bit, wanting to get started on finding the rune for Earth, but even if I found it, the portal stones weren’t done yet. And mostly I just tried to relax and be patient, ate good food in the cafeteria, and spent time with Professor Marchet and his growing team, showing them more of what I knew about rune-crafting.

The army from the south, using legion marching cards, arrived after just two days. When the besiegers saw it approaching, they lifted the siege and formed up to fight the army away from the city.

The legionaries in the city, and the militia that had thus far stayed to protect the walls, formed up as well and began to file out of the city behind the Lupusian army. I got to participate in the battle this time, since I wasn’t needed for portaling right now. I joined a ranged unit and put my bow to good use against the wolves. I also used my illusion magic to copy my arrows so each of my shots appeared to comprise thousands of arrows. Every time I fired, the arrows were so thick they looked like dark hail falling from the sky. I hadn’t figured out how to make my arrows do damage yet, but seeing a thousand illusory arrows falling on the enemy army was still quite impressive. It also hid the arrows of my allies, making it hard for the wolves to avoid them.

Afterward, Professor Brehome delivered me another two hundred cards for my share from the two battles. They must have collected over ten thousand cards or more, from what I could judge, but even a small portion of that seemed like quite the bounty to me.

She also handed me three cards that glowed with a golden light. I thanked her profusely, and as soon as she left, I inspected the cards, excited to see what she had found for me.

The first was called Slow, which was a time card because it didn’t just restrain targets but slowed time around them, resulting in their movements, thought processes, and perception to slow as well. It was the opposite of my old Haste card.

The second card was Rewind, which let me rewind ten seconds of time a day. That seemed extremely powerful. It was listed as a Legendary Power card. When I saw that, I was blown away by the generosity of Professor Brehome. Even if I had promised to give these cards to someone, I would be sorely tempted to keep a card like that for myself.

The last was less practically useful but interesting. Time Vision let the bearer view what had happened up to a week before at a specific location.

I had already evolved my Time Sense once to get it to its current level, so I needed two time-related cards to evolve it into Time Knowledge, the second tier of evolution. I had to decide which two to evolve into my Time Sense and which one to keep out. There was a good chance the card would evolve into the new Time Knowledge, so I wouldn’t lose them, but there was no guarantee.

I figured I would use Time Vision for sure, since that was less useful compared to the other two. I was tempted to use Slow and save Rewind since it was also a legendary, but part of me was curious if something special would happen if I evolved two legendary cards together.

I decided to take the risk. I took out my Time Sense card and held the Time Vision and Rewind card together with it. I focused on merging the three cards. I felt a large amount of energy coalescing in my hands and then felt them merge together to form the new card. Before I could inspect the card, I felt a synergy between my remaining time card and the newly evolved one. I placed them together as well, and with a surge of energy, Slow was also evolved into the card.

Time Knowledge

Level 1

Artifact

Master time and you master all of reality.

Grants the bearer knowledge of how time flows. The bearer of this card may stop time, rewind time, slow time, view a given location’s history, or see the future with perfect clarity.

Grants the bearer of this card a new pool of energy to draw from. Each use of the card will drain the bearer’s unique pool of time energy at different rates, depending on how the card is used.

The bearer of this card may be granted visions of the past, future, or present.

Wow, an artifact-level card. And it granted me a new pool of energy. I felt inside myself and could feel the new energy. It felt golden and bursting with potential. The pool of time energy was in my head, unlike the normal core that was in my chest.

I drew from it carefully and felt the energy travel out through my forehead, almost where the mythical third eye would be in some mythologies from Earth. I held the energy outside of me and marveled at it. It felt more stable than the raw energy of the core in my chest. It also glowed with a pure, golden radiance that gave off the sense of inevitability, of the unending grind of time that defeated all obstacles, and the reassurance that no matter the problems I faced today, they were ultimately nothing compared to the scale of time itself. I felt small compared to the trillions of years that had already existed and would continue to exist after the tiniest of moments that I was alive.

Like I had done with the nihilism of illusion energy, I tried to find a more positive aspect to counter the waves of futility I felt from the time energy, but nothing came to me. It was true that we were just the tiniest of little dots in a vast cosmos that stretched out infinitely wider than we would ever understand. We existed for such a short time compared to the universe that the existence of the entire human race was barely noticeable at all.

I pushed the energy back inside my new core and had to steady myself as the feeling of futility left me.

“Damn,” I said, muttering to myself. “That was a trip.”

I had felt like I had understood time, even just slightly. And the understanding did not play well with my human sense of self-importance. I needed to be careful with my new core.

I practiced utilizing the energy itself instead of trying to understand it. I pulled out one of my spare cards and flipped it through the air like a playing card. It spun through my room quickly, but I concentrated, pulled energy from my time core, and willed the card to slow. I watched as the card began to spin so slowly I could walk over and stare at it as it rotated across the room.

I released the slow, and the card zipped past my face and impacted against the couch I had thrown it at. Neat.

I felt my core to get a sense of how much energy that took, and it was a significant amount. If I had to guess, probably about a tenth of my time energy was gone. It didn’t sound like a lot, but I had only held the slow for a few moments. Hopefully, with practice, I could expand my new core. I might also be able to use some rune-engraving on myself to make it more powerful.

I put that idea aside for now, going through my active deck and the three hundred cards I now had in reserve to see if any were useful to me. First, I looked over my active deck.

Time Knowledge

Mend, Level 5.

Energy Efficiency

Mental Control

Dimensional Control

Monster Vision, Level 5

Decadence

I spent the rest of the day looking through all three hundred cards I had received from the legion. The vast majority were useless commons, which was why they were being given to me, I was sure, but since I was about to try infiltrating the order’s tower, I felt I should at least go with a full deck, so I was diligent in searching for anything useful.

Also, realizing that I could evolve cards into my Mental Control and Dimensional Control without having to wait for the right number to cause a full evolution, I evolved the five mental cards I had been holding onto into Mental Control and the two dimensional cards into Dimensional Control. Now I just needed three more mental cards to test my theory of evolving Mental Control further than the Control level or six more dimensional cards to evolve my Dimensional Control card. I also needed only three more time-related cards to evolve my Time Knowledge card to the Control level.

If I pulled Decadence from my active deck, I had five card slots still available. The vast majority of the common cards from the legion were the standard physical-enhancement cards or physical attack cards that were so common from physical-type monsters like the wolves.

I set aside the few interesting ones I could find as I went through, and by the time I was done, I had a couple that might be helpful. The first was called Dash, which worked like a charge ability and could be activated to send me shooting in any direction I was currently moving. It wasn’t nearly as useful as just teleporting with my Dimensional Control card, but I could see it potentially being useful if I needed a burst of speed or to close the gap with an enemy at some point. It was better than nothing, at least.

The next one that seemed useful was called Pain Reduction. It reduced the pain I felt from injuries, although it did not actually reduce the injuries themselves. It might help me keep my focus whenever I was wounded.

One of the last two cards that were marginally useful was Climb, which enhanced my ability to grip onto surfaces with my hands and feet. I already had the enhanced strength and dexterity to climb pretty well, but sticking to stuff could come in handy. And then Cat Nap was the last card that seemed useful. It made whatever sleep I got more effective. It didn’t make me require less sleep like my cloak did, but by combining my cloak and this card, I hoped I could stay up even later and still feel rested after only a few hours of sleep.

Now that I had a full deck again, I decided it was time to stop putting off leveling my cards. I had 298 cards remaining after swapping in three cards and removing Decadence. It was fifty cards to go from level one to level five. So I leveled my Time Knowledge to level five to test how leveling an evolved card worked. Once that was done, I examined the card but found that nothing had changed about the card itself. Disappointed, I felt my new time core and discovered that it had grown slightly. I would need to do a bunch of tests to figure out how much it had grown, but at least I had gotten some benefit from spending fifty cards.

I decided not to evolve my Mental Control or Dimensional Control, since I was closer to possibly evolving them again, which would reset them to level one. I didn’t think my Energy Efficiency card was really doing anything for me these days, since I was drawing everything through my own Efficiency rune, but I left it in just in case it was helping. It wasn’t worth wasting cards over, though.

That left my Monster Vision or my new physical card. To take my Monster Vision from level five to level ten, where I would get another new ability, would require 175 cards. I marveled at the cost. Things sure became expensive fast.

Was Monster Vision worth the investment? Or should I level my Time Knowledge again to increase my pool of time energy?

The gain with my time energy had been rather small, and I felt like I could increase that in other ways, so I decided not to spend cards on that for right now. The real question was, what kind of level-ten ability could I get from Monster Vision? Would it be helpful or a waste of a lot of cards?

Being the fiscally responsible young man that I was, I decided to do it. Who cared if it ended up being a waste? I could always just go farm cards for a few weeks and replace the ones I lost.

I pulled out 175 cards and my Monster Vision card and willed them to merge. When it was done, I inspected my first level-ten card.

Monster Vision

Level 10

Common Power

The hunter always sees its prey first or risks becoming the hunted.

The bearer of this card has enhanced eyesight, allowing them to see better at night and in dark environments.

Level Five: The bearer of this card can now see in the thermal spectrum at will.

Level Ten: The bearer of this card can now see as if they were as keen-eyed as a hawk, increasing their long-distance vision significantly.

As soon as the card settled on its new level, I felt disoriented and had to sit down on the floor of my room. My head spun a bit, and I had to put the card away and close my eyes.

After a moment, things settled down enough for me to open my eyes. When I did, the room was transformed. I could see the smallest detail while also taking in the entire room in front of me. If I focused on an area, I could see so well that I could pick out the individual specks of dust that floated in the air.

I stood carefully, and when I found my balance, I left my room and went outside. There, I could see for miles with perfect vision. The clouds above the city had so many more details than I had ever noticed. They were textured like beautiful clumps of raw wool.

I decided to try another of my cards and began to climb the outside of the building that held my room. With my enhanced strength, dexterity, and my new Climb card, I was able to easily scale the five floors of the building to the roof. The roof was sloped and tiled, but I climbed up the tiling to the apex of the roof and looked around me. I watched the city below, where the blue-skinned populace and the legion were working together to distribute food and help the city return to normal.

My enhanced vision was astounding. From up here, I could see far into the distance while also seeing details on the ground that I would have never been able to see before. I watched as a husband and wife hugged a younger woman in legion armor. I could see tears falling down their cheeks as they leaned on each other in relief at finding their daughter alive. I watched a young boy playing while his mom cleaned the street around their home with a broom. I could see so much detail that I could make out some of the individual bristles on the broom the woman was using.

I spent the rest of the day up there, watching the city come back to life. It was heartwarming to see and helped raise my spirits. Once I was ready to get down, I climbed back down the building effortlessly and then went to grab some food.

The only thing left for me to do now was infiltrate the order’s tower and try to steal the book containing the runes for the different worlds. I had given up a tactical advantage by letting the order leave Tellus, since now I couldn’t portal directly into the tower itself, but I felt that was necessary to save lives here, and it ended up increasing my strength significantly with my new time core.

I left most of my gear in my room for the mission. A weapon would be too bulky and get in the way, and I could always use my energy claws if I needed to fight my way out. I wore only a basic set of clothes and my magical boots and pants, which had done right by me the entire time I had been away from Earth.

When I was ready, I used the portal in the portal room to get to Ambrosia. When I stepped through, I saw the warehouse had been transformed completely. A hundred people or more, half of them legionaries out of armor, were working frantically around the room. Huge shelves full of crates, food, and other items made aisles that ran the length of the warehouse. People were pulling large, flat, wheeled devices that they stacked supplies on as they moved down the aisles.

I was completely ignored, so I carefully maneuvered my way through the crowd and out of the building. Once there, I opened my map to find my way back to the order’s tower. Since I had been there before, it was easy to find it on my map. I traveled the entire way invisible and avoided even being close to others on the streets for fear someone might bump into me and blow my cover.

Outside the tower, I watched from a distance. The thick wooden doors remained stubbornly closed. There were no windows at this level, and the stone was too thick to dig through without alerting the people inside. I tried to open a portal to my old room in the tower, but as I had suspected, they had some kind of ability to block the opening of unauthorized portals into the tower.

So from what I could see, I had three options. Well, three realistic options. There were a few less realistic options. For instance, I could always just walk in as myself and see what happened. Or I could just start blasting my way in and see how far I could make it. But I’d save those options for last.

Realistic option one: I could climb the tower on the outside and break in through one of the upper windows or climb all the way to the roof and try to get in that way. The negative to that was that climbing all the way to the top could take hours. Trying to break in through a window would probably be difficult even with my enhanced strength and was likely to set off an alarm even if I succeeded.

Option number two: I could impersonate someone in the tower and try to bluff my way through. I knew the procedures to get in since I had come and gone from the tower several times during my training. There were guards on the bottom floor, and they had access to information on who was allowed in the tower and who wasn’t. I could impersonate someone who I thought was allowed inside but could be discovered if that person had already entered recently or was known to be on deployment or away from the tower.

Option three: I could stay invisible and try to follow someone in and hope nobody could sense me. The problem with this option was that very few people entered from this level of the tower. Maybe if the order had skybridges, this would be an easier task, but most people came and went from the order tower through portals. The order was just rich enough to make that work for them. They had no skybridges connecting to their fortress, either, since they didn’t want foot traffic just entering and exiting their tower throughout the day.

I didn’t want to risk impersonating the wrong person, and I didn’t think climbing the tower would work, so that left the boring task of sitting here and waiting until someone came to enter the tower the old-fashioned way.

I waited for hours but never saw a body enter or leave the tower. I moved to the door of the tower just in case someone slipped out and I could slip in through the door, but not a peep came from the people inside.

Day turned to night, but I didn’t want to leave to get food or use the bathroom in case someone came, so I just sat against the door for hours, waiting and trying not to pay attention to the growing pressure in my bladder.

It wasn’t until the middle of the night—as I was starting to seriously calculate how much my enhanced body could delay my need to pee before I caused some kind of sepsis problem—when the smaller door opened. I jumped up and watched silently as three young men exited the tower, laughing and talking about the girls they planned to pick up from the bar. I slid behind them quickly and entered the tower before the small door could close behind them.

Inside, everything looked familiar, and the guards seemed unaware of my entrance. I moved over to the elevator banks, seeing one door that was waiting open on this floor. I moved inside and pressed the button for the third floor from the top. Based on the memories I had seen in the portal master’s mind, I suspected this floor held the angel’s office.

I worried the guards might get suspicious if they saw the door close without anyone inside the elevator, but I didn’t hear any alarm, so they must not have noticed anything unusual. It was perfectly possible that someone higher up had called for the elevator and it was just on its way up anyway.

I rode up the elevator nervously, but since it was the middle of the night, nobody got on with me. A few minutes later, the soft chime of the elevator door announced that I had reached my floor.

I stepped out and saw an open lobby richly adorned with plants, fountains, and artwork. Each corner of the floor was taken up by a single office. The offices had no windows on the interior, so I couldn’t see if anyone else was here, but nobody appeared to question why the elevator had stopped, so I got off and went over to the angel’s office, which I had seen in my memories.

The door was a rich, golden metal with artwork depicting angels blessing a crowd of humanoids. Very pretty, if a bit arrogant to have on your door. I listened at the door but couldn’t hear anything through the thick metal.

There was no door handle or any other way to open the door manually. I projected my energy through the door and found several runes that seemed to open the door when certain conditions were met. I was clearly not meeting any of the conditions.

Deciding I had to do something a little more brazen to get past the door, I disguised myself as the angel and dropped my invisibility. I had a pretty good mental image of the angel after being trained by him for so long, but the door was unimpressed and did not open by his image alone.

Frustrated, I summoned a narrow spike of my energy and drove it through the runes engraved inside the door. I carved my energy through all of them and watched as they lost their power. Then I summoned my energy claws and stabbed them through the door, sliding it to the side until it was open enough for me to pass through.

Not much of a sneak-thief move, but effective nonetheless.

I ducked inside the office and pulled the door closed behind me. The inside of the office was dark, but enough light spilled in through the windows that I could see well enough—especially with my newly enhanced vision.

I moved quickly over to the massive desk that dominated the office and began to rifle through it in search of the book of runes. My biggest fear was that the angel only had the book on the day of the memory I had seen and that it was kept somewhere else the majority of the time. It seemed to make more sense that it wouldn’t be kept in the angel’s office alone, but then again, the more it was passed around or stored somewhere else, the less secure it would be. I had to hope the angel was paranoid about his power and held his powerful objects close to himself rather than let them out of his sight.

I didn’t find the book on or inside the desk. I glanced around the office. One of the walls that blocked off the office from the lobby was dominated by a bookcase full of books. I had hoped that the angel had kept the book in a special location, but since it wasn’t anywhere obvious, I began to search the bookcase for a book that looked like the one from my memory.

My frustration and fear mounting, I found nothing but boring books on a wide variety of mundane subjects. Where the hell would the angel keep the book if not here in his office?

I spread my energy out wide to see if I could sense anything amiss, and when I did, I could sense a number of runes engraved into the back of the bookshelf. They were similar to the ones on the door. I manifested my energy and sliced through them, cutting several books in half as well. I had been here way too long as it was, and I needed to get out of here before something went wrong.

Once I cut through the runes, they lost power and I was able to grab and pull an entire segment of the bookshelf open. A false wall!

Inside, several items were displayed in front of me. Hanging on the wall was a spectacularly crafted katana crisscrossed with its scabbard. The sword was engraved with a thousand runes or more, each so tiny I would need to study the blade at length to figure them all out. The scabbard was also adorned with several runes and was beautifully crafted of some kind of rich mahogany.

Below the katana was a pillar, and resting on top of the pillar was a plain-looking leather satchel and the book I had been looking for. I grabbed the book, opening it quickly to make sure it was the right one. I saw thousands of pages of runes, each one labeled as a different world. Below each rune was a little bit of information about the world. I stopped on one page and saw the name of the world, the year it was transitioned, whether it was a failed world or not, details on the current owners, and some other information about exports and imports that didn’t matter to me.

I also grabbed the satchel and looked inside, but when I undid the clasp and opened the flap of leather over the top of the satchel, all I could see was a void of blackness. I shook my head and closed the flap quickly. This was not the time to figure that out.

I grabbed the satchel, since it seemed interesting, and debated taking the sword as well. It was obviously powerful and I hadn’t had a good weapon in a while now.

Screw it. I was already committed. There was no backing down now.

I grabbed the sword and slid it inside the scabbard. I flung the satchel over one shoulder, adjusted it on my hip, and then turned and made for the door out of the office, book in one hand and my new sword in the other.

I snuck out of the office and closed the door behind me. I turned toward the elevators to get out of here as quickly as I could but stopped and almost dropped everything in my hands when I saw the angel waiting for me in front of the elevators.

“Now this,” he said in his powerful voice, “is not who I expected to find robbing my office.”

I was still wearing the illusion of the angel, so it looked like he was robbing himself.

“I am assuming you work for one of the other board members,” the angel said, not advancing toward me but clearly not about to let me leave. “Tell me who and give me back my items and I will use you as a pawn to embarrass them like they hoped to embarrass me by having you rob my office.”

I didn’t respond, thinking frantically of a way to get out of here. I did not want to fight this guy. He was massive, extremely well trained, and had runes engraved all over his body. He was unarmed, only wearing his signature pants, but his muscles and fists looked like they could punch through steel. His massive wings and angry countenance only made him more intimidating.

“Nothing to say?” he said after waiting for my response. “Well, I guess we’ll see if you change your story once I deliver you to my interrogation squad.”

He pulled in a massive amount of energy, and suddenly a beam of pure golden light shot out of his chest toward me. It moved so fast I couldn’t dodge, and the beam struck the right side of my body. I looked down in shock and saw a hole burned completely through my body. It was as thick as my thigh.

My body began to go into shock and my mind started to scream in panic, but before I could lose the last semblance of my rational brain, I invoked my new Time Knowledge card and forced time to rewind. I watched as the beam reversed, exiting my body and returning to the angel. I felt no more pain, although my brain was still flushed with adrenaline and fear from the experience.

“Nothing to say?” the angel said again. This time, before he could finish, I turned invisible, summoned an illusion of myself disguised as the angel, and sent the illusion to attack his identical twin.

The angel frowned, clearly annoyed at being interrupted. I darted to the side to avoid any golden blast of energy he sent at my illusion. The angel didn’t bother with the same attack, instead leaping forward to meet his copy with his bare hands. I summoned several more illusions of the angel in an attempt to distract him, then ran for the elevator door he had left open.

The angel punched through the original illusion I had summoned, shattering it. The other illusions began to move around him, acting as if they were going to strike him and obscuring his vision. The angel stopped when he saw my illusion shatter, and I felt a burst of golden radiance pulse out of him. For a split second, it filled the room with his energy.

“Ah,” he said, turning right to where I was hiding. “An illusionist. That makes sense. How very annoying.”

I ordered the copies I had made to get in his face, obscuring his vision as much as possible, and activated Dash to get to the open elevator doors as quickly as I could. The angel was faster, summoning his beam of golden energy from his chest. To avoid it, I had to release my Dash and throw myself to the ground. The beam cut right through the air above me, missing me by a foot or less.

Several of my illusions were cut in half by the beam. The others quickly dog-piled onto the angel, covering his vision and yelling to distract him. He quickly grabbed at the illusions, and whenever he got ahold of one, it burst into bright light, unable to cope with his strength.

I summoned five more all around him and ordered them to continue distracting him. I tried to move toward the elevator again, but the angel flared his wings and flew forward. Standing in front of the open door, he reached inside the elevator and pressed a button. After a second, the door closed, and I heard the elevator whir away. This dude was such an asshole. Just let me escape with all my loot, jerkface!

When it was clear I wasn’t going to get away by elevator, I waited for him to reach up and rend several of my illusions and then ran forward, summoned my energy claws, and stabbed them into his side as deeply as I could. They pierced his skin but barely left a cut on him. I stared in shock at the lack of damage, and that almost cost me my life. I felt the angel gather his energy for another beam and realized I was way too close to dodge, so I burned more of my time energy to freeze time for a second and dodged out of the way.

The golden beam shot out at me but thankfully missed. I summoned more illusions of the angel and quickly felt out my energy reserves. My time energy was down about a third; the reversing of time had used up a big chunk of it. The energy cost of holding my claws and the invisibility was mounting, and I didn’t want to run out of energy if this turned into a long fight, so I made sure my disguise as the angel was up and then released my invisibility. I also made all my illusions appear with glowing purple claws so that he couldn’t tell us apart.

The angel, frustrated, was battering my illusions into light, so he didn’t seem to realize I was real and not just another illusion.

“This will get you nowhere,” the angel roared, shattering another of my illusions. “Give up now or I will find you and crush you!”

He was veering a bit into the villainous realm with that one, although technically I was probably the bad guy here. Now that I was exposed, I summoned more and more illusions. I summoned five more right on top of him. Then five more behind those. Then more and more, filling the entire lobby with the massive, winged angel. All of them began to yell, flap their wings, and pretend to strike at the angel.

I heard him scream in frustration. I took the opportunity to move forward under cover of my illusions and strike at him again. My claws had little effect as I raked them down one of his thighs. He turned quickly to try to catch me, but I used my Dimensional Control to teleport behind him as he turned. I struck him again quickly, trying to drive my claws deep into his back.

I didn’t penetrate far, but the angel was covered in illusions of himself and seemed unable to tell me apart from the others. I felt him release another surge of golden radiance and then felt a surge of his beam coming soon after his energy located me, but I invoked another teleport and appeared behind him again to strike at the same place I had hit him before.

My claws dug a bit deeper into the angel’s thick skin, but it was clear I was doing little more than pissing him off. He began to rampage among my illusions, kicking and striking at them with devastating power. I just summoned more of them and continued to dance around the angel, striking whenever I could.

When I finally got the wound on his back deep enough to draw blood, the angel summoned his beam again and swept it in a circle, bisecting all of my illusions. If I hadn’t sensed the energy coming and thrown myself to the ground, it would have caught me as well.

With all my illusions shattered, the angel stopped spinning and saw me standing up from where I had crouched to avoid his beam.

“You!” he yelled at me, lunging forward to wrap his massive hands around my throat.

“Eeep!” I yelled in the manliest way possible. I blocked both of his hands, driving them up. The effort to move his arms even that much was monumental; his strength was beyond anything I had encountered before. If I hadn’t had the easier fulcrum to drive his arms up with my legs, arms, and body, he would have crushed me right then. As it was, he tried to slam his body into me where he would be able to pin me down with ease, but I spun out of his path and then planted a hard kick where I had injured his back before.

He rolled with the momentum of my strike and then came to his feet again. I summoned a spike of raw energy and sent it shooting at him, but the angel simply batted it aside with his hand. I felt him gather his energy again, but instead of summoning a beam of energy at me, he spread his energy throughout his body. The minor wounds I had inflicted on him healed immediately.

“Fuck,” I said out loud at the sight.

He grinned viciously at me. “Now you understand, peasant? You are nothing compared to me. Your minor scratches mean nothing. I am the son of a god. Surrender and tell me who sent you, and I will be lenient on you.”

Part of me seriously considered his offer, even though I had nobody to sell out to win leniency from him. Another part of me was annoyed at his arrogance.

“Fuck you, dude.” I summoned twenty more illusions of him and commanded them to claw at his arrogant face. I also summoned fifty birds. They dove at him, cawing and trying to peck his eyes.

The sound of the birds and the angels screaming was deafening. I teleported behind the angel and struck him several times before he recovered from the onslaught of my illusions.

Whatever I was doing wasn’t going to work. I had to think of something else.

I didn’t bring any of my weapons, but I had his sword if I needed it. It was hidden by the illusion I was wearing, so he didn’t know I was carrying it. If I drew it, though, it would obviously jar with the illusion and show him that I was carrying it.

I decided to risk it, sending more birds and angels to batter at the angel. He summoned his beam of energy, but the birds were too agile, so he only caught a few of the angel doppelgangers. I pulled the sword from its scabbard and then summoned twenty more angels. All carried the sword now.

When I held the sword in my hands, the runes on it flared with a golden light that was almost blinding to look at. I hadn’t counted on that and didn’t make the other illusions do the same. The angel saw the discrepancy, and that I had his sword, and began to stomp toward me furiously.

“You vile thief!” he roared. “That is a divine artifact not for the hands of filthy peasants like you!”

I teleported behind him, summoning an illusion where I had been standing. The angel seemed fooled, because he continued forward and struck at the illusion. I invested the illusion with decision-making energy and commanded it to dodge and avoid the angel as much as possible.

I watched as my illusion bobbed and weaved, dancing around the slower but stronger angel. I sent all my other illusions forward, imitating strikes with the sword and having the illusory birds scream and flap their wings in his face.

When I saw my chance, I slipped forward and thrust the sword with every ounce of energy-enhanced strength I could muster. The sword practically bounced off the angel’s back, doing nothing to him.

“Ah-ha!” He whirled and grabbed me before I could recover from the shock of seeing the sword do nothing.

His massive hands wrapped around my head and began to squeeze the life from me.

“I knew you would try that, you deplorable fool,” he said, making my head feel like it was seconds away from bursting like a ripe tomato.

Through the pain, I felt the sword fall from my hands, and darkness began to spread across my vision. Refusing to give in, I reached inside and invoked my Time Knowledge again, forcing time to rewind.

When it stopped rewinding, I was behind the angel and poised to strike him in the back. Instead of going through with the attack, I stepped back and dropped the useless sword. Stupid divine artifact. Designed not to be used to kill its owner or whatever. If this guy thought I was annoying, then he had no idea how gods-damned annoying he was being to me!

I dismissed the sword from all my illusions, and then the angel whirled, seemingly puzzled by why I hadn’t struck him with the sword. Before he could figure out the mystery, I sent more birds and angels at him and struck him several times with my claws, fading back behind my illusions after every strike.

This was definitely not going to work.

I looked around the room and noticed that his attempts to kill me had placed him further away from the elevator, so I dropped the energy from around my fists and went invisible. I quickly ran over to the elevator and summoned another swarm of illusions before pushing all of the down buttons at once.

“How are you summoning so many of these devilish things?” I heard the angel yell. I felt him summon his beam of energy again and had the illusions scatter to dodge it.

After the beam passed, I summoned more and more illusions, trying to keep him distracted while the elevators approached. I also ran over and grabbed the sword, re-sheathing it in its scabbard. It was useless against the angel but probably worth keeping, if possible.

The elevators finally arrived, all of them dinging at the same time. The angel heard them, even over the bedlam I was creating with my illusions.

He roared and pulsed his energy again, finding me standing near the doors to the elevator. The ability must have come off a cooldown of some kind or he had gathered enough energy to use it again.

“No!” he yelled, thrusting his hand toward me. A massive gold copy of his hand appeared and launched itself at me. It was the size of my entire body, if not bigger, and its massive fingers stretched wide in an attempt to grab me.

I teleported out of the way and watched the hand swing back and forth, trying to find me. The angel, meanwhile, summoned another beam of energy and sent it cutting through the elevator bank right at the level of the buttons that worked the elevators.

“C’mon!” I yelled, seeing the elevator’s lights flickering, sparks flying, before dimming completely. This was getting to be too much, even for me. I was trying not to hurt this guy, since I was the bad guy here, but he was determined to make this into a real throwdown match.

Frustrated, I summoned more illusions and kept him distracted while I thought about what to do. The sword was out of the picture. My claws did some damage, but he could heal it faster than I could currently hurt him. Same with throwing energy around. If I hadn’t engraved the illusion rune on my arm, I’d likely be out of energy by now and dead or captured, but at the current rate, I could summon these simple illusions for hours if I really had to. But as fun as that might be, all it would take was a lucky strike from the angel or other people coming to investigate the sounds for me to be overwhelmed. So far, he hadn’t called for backup because he thought this was a power play to embarrass him and I was someone else in the tower, and he likely wanted to handle it himself.

What I really needed was the ability for my illusions to do more than just distract the angel. If only I had figured out the trick I had seen in the dungeon back home, where the mini boss had empowered his illusions to do damage. If illusions were nothing but signals in the brain, then how could I get them to do physical damage? It just didn’t make sense.

As I watched the angel furiously battling an army of illusions, battering them into fractured light over and over, it occurred to me that maybe I had been thinking about it wrong from the beginning. I was so confident everything had a solution, but what if it was just impossible to make illusions do physical damage? They were merely light, sound, brain waves. It didn’t really make sense that they could actually pierce the way an arrow could.

What if I had been wasting my time trying for something that wasn’t possible instead of just trying to find a different solution?

I felt like an idiot, but it occurred to me that I could do pretty much anything I could put my mind to with my non-illusory magic. What if . . .

I summoned twenty more angels, but this time, instead of just making the appearance of energy claws on each of their fists, I actually imbued the claws with my energy. I felt forty claws of energy form. They were tied to the form of the angel so that the illusions could move them on their own instead of me having to direct the energy like I did when I sent it flying through the air.

I sent the illusions forward to attack the angel. I hadn’t invested any of them with my decision-making energy, but even with basic problem-solving, they were able to dog pile onto the angel en masse.

This time, when they did, their claws began to rake and pierce the skin of the angel. The angel roared, not expecting forty attacks at once all over its body. I felt the angel summon another pulse. I couldn’t see his reaction, but I imagined he was quite surprised to find me standing across the room, watching him battle my illusions.

He summoned a beam of golden energy, slicing through a number of the illusions, but I simply summoned more. I summoned twenty more angels and fifty birds. Each of the birds had a small amount of energy invested in its beak, and I sent them forward to peck at the angel relentlessly.

I watched as the swarm of birds dove in and out, pecking and biting at the angel. They inflicted only minor wounds, but they were adding up. My angel illusions were clawing mindlessly at the angel as well, doing slightly more damage.

I summoned five more angels, this time investing all five with my decision-making energy. I felt them analyze the situation and begin to spread out, surrounding the angel. I watched as they maneuvered in and coordinated their strikes with their claws at places where the angel was already injured. They dodged and weaved through the combat, avoiding the angel’s fists and feet with ease.

The angel screamed again, and I felt him summon his energy to heal himself. I couldn’t stop him, but after the energy had passed, my illusions continued to strike and peck at him over and over and over again. I summoned more and more, filling the room with birds and angels to wear him down.

The angel, truly angry now, began to ignore the illusions, finally giving up on the idea that he could wear me down by draining my energy, and he began to flail around the room, trying to find me instead. I sent my birds to target his eyes, ruthlessly having them peck until he was forced to cover his face to protect his eyes from being plucked out or scratched so badly he was blinded. That limited how fast he could move and made it even easier for my other illusions to attack him now that his hands were busy protecting his eyes instead of rending the birds into sparks of light.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the angel began to miss his kicks and fail in the occasional attempt to grab even my simple illusions. His strikes slowed, his kicks coming later and later. He tried to stumble around the room, blindly lashing out in the futile hope that he would find me. If he got anywhere near me, I silently teleported to the other side of the lobby and continued to watch him struggle. Finally, after at least another ten minutes of his useless attempts to find me blindly, the angel fell to a knee, panting and barely able to lash out. I didn’t stop my illusions, pushing them to continue pecking and scratching at him without any hesitation. After a few more minutes of that, the angel slumped fully to the ground, barely able to strike out at the illusions around him any longer.

I watched, impassively, as my illusions continued to mercilessly strike him over and over. I felt sick at the sight, but I refused to stop. I had tried to end this peacefully, but at this point, it was too late to do anything less than kill him. Now he would stop at nothing to get his revenge on whoever had embarrassed him this thoroughly. It was clear his pride would allow for no less. And if it was true that he was the son of a god, he might have quite a lot of power to call on to exact his revenge.

I summoned more illusions until, finally, after almost a half hour or more, the angel stopped moving and I heard him gasp one last time. Then he became completely still.

I urged my illusions to be silent and open up around the body of the angel so I could see him. Suspecting a trap, I had an illusion bend down to check the angel’s breathing as if it was me, but the angel didn’t try to attack it or respond in any way.

I ordered my illusions to clear a path to the angel and I saw his body. A thousand—or even hundreds of thousands—of cuts covered every inch of him. I watched him for over a minute but never saw his chest rise.

I did not feel good at the sight of his body in any way. I had not come here to murder him, and the brutal way I had won did not feel like a victory worth celebrating. I felt dirty, tainted by my brutality.

Despite that, I still stepped forward and held my hand over the angel’s body, willing his cards to rise out of his chest. They spiraled slightly, and I grabbed them right away. So that proved he was really dead. I had done it.

I put his cards in my pocket without inspecting them. There would be time for that later. I made sure the sword, satchel, and book were still on me and then went to see if any of the elevators were still working.

As I had feared, they were all broken. The angel’s beam had sliced most of the elevators almost entirely in half, breaking the runes that empowered them. How was I going to get down from here?

I looked around for some kind of emergency stairs, but I couldn’t find any. The gods appeared to be pretty lax about safety regulations.

I went back into the angel’s office and tried to break one of the windows to the outside of the tower, but the glass was extremely strong. I summoned my energy in the form of a short, sharp blade. With it, I was able to pierce the glass, and I began to cut a hole large enough for me to fit through.

When that was done, I stepped back and kicked the glass, sending it careening into the open air. A massive gust of wind struck me, almost sending me falling backward. It was a cold wind, and I could see the sun only just starting to peek above the horizon. From up here, it was a magnificent sunrise, but I didn’t have time to sit here and appreciate it.

I very carefully held onto the glass around the hole I had made and poked my head out of the tower. Below, I could see the perpetual clouds. The tower itself had to be at least a mile tall or more. The wind whipped around my head violently. Even with my new card, there was realistically no way I could hold onto sheer glass for that long of a climb with such a violent wind throwing me around like a ragdoll.

I leaned forward, through the hole, until my head and upper body were mostly outside the window. I closed my eyes and began to picture the portal room back on Tellus. Once I had that image, I pictured where I was now. I saw myself leaning out the window of the tower. I was a small spec in a world of towers all around me. The rising sun was just starting to kiss my face, and the wind was blowing my hair around me.

Once I had the image as solid as I could make it, I punctured a hole between the two images, aligned them, and then invoked a portal in front of me. I felt the portal flare to life, opening outside of the tower. I opened my eyes and saw the portal floating in the air in front of me.

It had worked!

Now I just had to . . . jump.

I backed away from the window, eyeing the floating portal nervously. I checked to make sure the satchel was secure. I gripped the book and sword tightly, and then I ran forward and leaped through the hole in the glass and out into the open air beyond the tower.

“Ahhhhhhhh!” I couldn’t stop myself from screaming as I leaped. The sharp wind struck me as I left the tower, slamming into my body. If I hadn’t already been screaming, the feeling of the wind throwing my body sideways would have caused me to lose all thoughts of decorum and scream like a child lost in a supermarket. Since I had already lost what little decorum I had and was already screaming like that, I couldn’t do much else but continue to scream as I flew through the air. The thought of being shoved off course and flung into the open air almost made me lose control of my bladder, but before I could panic any more, I flew through the portal. The momentum of my running jump had kept me on track even with the wind slamming into me.

I slammed hard into the ground on the other side of the portal, rolling over and over to stop my momentum.

“Oh, thank you, spirits of the air,” I said, resting my head against the cold stone of the portal room’s floor. “Thank you, merciful portal. Thank you, uhh . . . great spirit of those who jump from windows?”

I opened my eyes and saw that a number of feet had gathered around me. I looked up and saw Professor Marchet and some of his team watching me warily.

“You okay there, Jake?” Professor Marchet asked.

I nodded against the floor, not ready to move quite yet.

“I just need a moment,” I muttered into the ground. I closed my eyes and tried not to dwell on the sight of so much emptiness below me and the feeling of the wind blowing against my body as I dove through the air.

I released the portal behind me. After a few more moments on the ground, I sat up and looked around me more fully. The others had gone back to work and given me some privacy. That had been a terrible experience. Not just the jump at the end. Just all of it. The way I had killed the angel . . . ugh. It seemed cheap and especially cruel. I knew that was ridiculous since death was death and I wasn’t one to buy into the bullshit that honor mattered when it came to a real fight, but reducing the proud angel to a whimpering and broken mess seemed . . . dirty.

I picked myself up off the floor and dragged myself off to my room, summoning a nod goodbye for Professor Marchet so he didn’t worry too much. Once in my room, I wrapped myself in my cloak and climbed into bed. I didn’t feel tired, exactly, just weary after so much violence and tension. I eventually fell asleep and had nightmares about being trapped in an old haunted house full of mirrors, except the mirrors were illusions of myself that kept scratching me as I tried to run from them. Eventually, I collapsed, bleeding out on the floor, surrounded by illusions of myself staring down at me with completely blank looks on their faces.

I awoke, gasping, in the early morning, sweaty and feeling ill from the intensity of the dream. I got up and ran a warm bath for myself and then used a Mend to make myself feel a bit better.

After breakfast, I went and found Professor Brehome and let her know everything that had happened. She must have been able to tell I was still a bit unsettled because she suggested I take a week off and study the world runes. By then, she believed that Professor Marchet’s team would have the new portal stones ready to go. She had devoted a lot of personnel to learning the rune system and how to craft portal systems, so these were progressing quickly.

I promised her I would take it easy until the portal stones were completed and said my goodbyes. I went back to my room, grabbed everything I had taken from the tower, and then sat on the floor in my room to look it all over.

The sword, unlike most magical items, did not have a way to identify it. I marveled at the small runes that covered the blade. I could feel more inside the handle of the sword as well, and even some in the scabbard. After admiring the beauty of the weapon for a while, I set it aside and picked up the satchel.

I unclasped and lifted the leather flap that covered the satchel, staring at the dark void inside. It looked like a portal of some kind, only not to any specific location. I reached out with my senses to see if I could find out any more from its energy, and when my energy touched the satchel’s, I felt my watch activate and a prompt appeared in my vision.

Do you wish to integrate this storage device?

Did I wish to integrate the satchel? I hadn’t heard of my watch having any kind of function like this. Why hadn’t it asked that whenever I handled my backpack?

I told the watch yes. When I did, I felt my watch extend a probe of energy to the satchel and form a connection between the two objects. I watched for a moment, but nothing more happened. The connection was still there, but the watch wasn’t doing anything else.

“Uh,” I said, feeling a bit silly talking to my watch. “Was that supposed to do something useful?”

Do you wish to run the tutorial for accessing storage devices?

“Sure,” I responded.

The prompt disappeared and a short tutorial played in front of my eyes.

Your watch comes with the ability to integrate spatial storage devices. To access the storage device’s inventory, simply say or think about accessing your inventory. If you wish to withdraw a specific item from your inventory, think of the item while reaching into your storage device as if to grab it. If you wish to store an item in your inventory, simply place the item at the mouth of your storage device and it will be stored inside.

If you have any other questions, please see your local representative for further training. Thank you.

Okay. Well, that was all very different. So it was some kind of spatial storage device? What had the angel stored inside of it? My old excitement for loot was piqued, despite my best efforts to not celebrate what I had done to the angel.

“Inventory,” I said.

A large grid appeared in front of me. I saw one hundred squares, each one numbered, in a grid of ten squares by ten squares. Only five of them were full. Bummer.

I looked at the first square. A small image of a crate filled the square. I thought of withdrawing the crate and reached into the satchel. Suddenly, a massive crate, taller than I was, appeared on the ground in front of me.

“Ooooh,” I said. “Wow.”

I stared at the crate in shock. That was going to take some getting used to.

I stood up and lifted the lid of the crate, which wasn’t secured. Inside, I saw thousands and thousands of . . . pieces of fruit.

“Really?” I said, staring at the fruit. Was this some kind of favorite treat of the angels and he just kept thousands of them around for the occasional snack? C’mon, this was not how loot was supposed to work.

I picked up one of the pieces of fruit and examined it. It glowed with a soft golden light and was soft like a peach when I touched it. It looked a bit like a melon, perfectly round but without the hard exterior. I sniffed it and it smelled delicious, like a mix of several different kinds of perfectly ripe fruit that combined the best smells of each one.

I cautiously took a bite. My mouth was flooded with juice, and I swallowed the meat of the fruit and the juice quickly before it could run down my chin and make a mess. It was . . . astonishing. The taste was indescribable, but in the best way possible. I ate the rest of the fruit greedily and eyed whether I should eat a few more pieces before caution reared its head and reminded me these could be unhealthy for me and I was essentially eating a totally unknown food with no proper protections at all. I doubted they would be poisoned, because why would the angel have thousands upon thousands of poisoned pieces of fruit in a secret spatial satchel hiding in a false wall of his office?

But that didn’t mean they were safe for humans to eat . . .

As I realized how stupid I was, my stomach began to cramp and I felt my body flush with sweat. I immediately felt like I was running a fever and had to sit down as the room began to spin around me.

I tried to get into a meditative position to calm my mind, but I collapsed to the floor before I could manage it. I tried to invoke a Mend to cure myself, but my mind and body weren’t responding to my commands like they normally did. I felt like I was swimming through molasses—everything I tried to do was misfiring, my body not responding, my mind unable to focus.

I writhed in pain on the floor, every cell in my body feeling like it was on fire. My mind spun in confusion. It felt like I was back in the dungeon, being tortured, except this time there was no feeling of violation or gaping emptiness in my chest.

When the pain finally started to fade, I felt my mind begin to focus enough for me to concentrate fully again. I invoked a Mend on myself immediately, but by the time the healing energy coursed through me, I felt completely fine. I sat up, no longer feeling dizzy. The pain in my body was nothing but a distant memory.

I looked down at myself and saw that I was covered in tiny black dots, like I had rolled in black sand. I wiped my hand down my forearm and the dots came off easily. I lifted the dots up and examined them with my keen eyesight, but I realized that the dots smelled disgusting, like sludge from a sewer.

I stood and stripped off my clothing, seeing that my once clean clothes were now covered in sweat and stained with a million dark spots where the dots had been absorbed into the fabric. I sniffed my shirt and it was rank with the smell of rot.

I went and ran a second bath for the day, and when it was ready, I climbed in and scrubbed myself until the dots finally washed off. I had to refill the bath several more times to finally get the stench of the dots off of me.

What in the world was all that? The fruit was delicious, but the aftereffects were terrible. Why would the angel be eating so much of that fruit? Or did it only do that to a human?

I went back into the living room, placed the open satchel next to the crate of fruit, and willed it to go back into storage. The crate disappeared without a sound. I blinked, shocked at the sight, but then got another whiff of my clothes. I had to quickly change into another pair of clean clothes and then trek over to the washer’s to drop off my boots, pants, and other clothes that stunk to high heaven.

Back in my room, I decided eating strange fruit from a mysterious spatial bag was probably one of the dumbest things I had ever done. Still, now that the discomfort was over and my room was smelling slightly better, I did feel a little . . . better? It wasn’t something I could put my finger on, but I felt a little . . . more like me, maybe?

It was hard to really know if it was from eating the fruit or a thousand other things that were going on with my life recently. I put it out of my head and opened up my inventory menu again.

I examined the remaining four items in the bag. The second and third were both bookshelves that appeared to be lined with books. I summoned the first, and it appeared in front of me. It held almost a hundred different books!

I scanned the books and saw that they were all on rune-crafting. Theory books, practical guidebooks, even some books about forbidden rune-crafting. Now that was more like it!

I put the bookshelf away for later and pulled out the second shelf. This one only had about ten books on it, and nothing on the covers indicated what the books were about. I pulled one out and looked at it. Nothing on the cover, either.

I opened it up and found the book contained numbers. Lots and lots of numbers. Descriptions of goods. Contract notes. It appeared to be some kind of accounting book.

I flipped through it, disappointed. The only thing interesting about the whole book was the pure numbers involved. If this was some kind of accounting book for the order, they were dealing with cards on a level well beyond what I imagined even a small country could manage. Just one of the contracts was for a deployment for four months, and the total expected profit was over a hundred thousand cards. Eeesh, the order was rolling in money.

I put the accounting book away, followed by the shelf full of books. That really wasn’t interesting to me, and I felt bad because losing those was probably going to really hurt the order. I did actually feel bad, but not enough to risk returning them or anything stupid like that.

The next item in the device made me sad when I realized what it was. It was a painting. When it appeared on the floor in front of me, I saw it was a family portrait. There was a large, divine-looking man with massive angelic wings. He had a stern, authoritative face. The man had his arm over a woman’s shoulder. She appeared to be an elf of some kind with pale skin. The woman had a kind smile and looked like smiling came naturally to her. She looked tiny compared to the man, who was at least twice her size.

Standing in front of the two of them was a small boy with the tiniest of wings peeking up from behind his shoulders. The woman had both her hands on his shoulders, and the boy had a mischievous look on his face, as if he was just biding his time before causing some kind of trouble for his parents.

It was the angel and his family.

“Damn,” I said, staring at the portrait. That was a sucker punch to the gut if I had ever felt one. Movies and games sure made this sort of thing seem a lot easier than it was in reality. That mischievous little boy died in pain and misery at my hands. I had done that to him. I felt justified in doing so, but was I really? I had been the thief there. I had been the intruder. He was just protecting his home and his property. And I had reduced him to a bleeding, crying mess of a person.

“Fuck,” I said, the portrait becoming blurry as tears filled my eyes.

I pushed the satchel forward and willed the portrait to go back inside of it. Part of me wanted to take the portrait and send it careening through a portal as far away from me as I could get it, but another part of me felt I had done enough already to demean and degrade the poor angel. I could at least not dump the last memento of his family out into the wilderness just to make myself feel a little better.

Wiping away my tears, I looked at the last thing in the storage satchel just to get this over with. The square had a small image of a toolbox. When I summoned it and looked inside, I saw a collection of engraving tools, hammers, saws, even nails and screws. The strangest part was that everything was miniaturized to fit inside the small toolbox.

I even found a small anvil at the bottom of the toolbox. In fact, there was everything one would need to craft armor or weapons, cut and shape wood, or engrave runes—if they were doll-sized.

I pulled out the anvil and held it on the palm of my hand. It really was made of metal, not a prop of some kind. I sent my energy inside the anvil. On the side, I found a rune that could be activated by touch.

I set the anvil down on the ground and then leaned over and pushed the rune. Suddenly, the anvil shot up and slammed against my forehead, throwing me backward. If I hadn’t been enhanced with my own energy, that could have caved in my skull. As it was, I was going to have a wicked bruise for sure.

Rubbing my forehead, I looked over at the full-sized anvil that was now taking up a large spot in my living room. So some kind of portable toolbox for the crafter on the go? That was pretty neat.

I reached down and pressed the rune on the anvil again, watching as it shrunk back to its miniature size. I put it back in the toolbox and examined the rest of the tools. There were miniature lumber-jacking saws and axes and strange tools that could be used, I recalled from a documentary I had watched one time, to shape wood. The nails and screws were actually all miniaturized in their container. When I opened the lid and pulled out one nail, it grew from the size of a splinter you’d find in your hand to a full-sized nail.

Marveling at the ingenuity it took to make all this, I put the nail back in its container and saw it shrink down again. There had to be thousands of the things in there. I had to give it to the gods and people of Ambrosia; even if they were pretty messed-up people overall, they had certainly thought of very creative ways to use their magic.

I put the toolbox back in the satchel and then put the satchel to the side. The only things left to take a look at were the cards I had taken from the angel and the world rune book. I decided to save the book for later this week and take a look at the cards. I felt my guilt boil up inside me again—not just about the angel but about the betrayal of the order, the brutal slaughter I had aided the legion in carrying out even if it was justified, all of it. I just wasn’t sure I could really call myself a good person anymore, and it was a strangely frightening thing to realize.

I pushed that aside and examined the angel’s cards.

The first thing I noticed was that he had absolutely no combat cards. I flipped through them again in disbelief when I realized that. How had he been so strong? Was it some kind of divine power from his father? His ability to use energy wasn’t nearly as flexible as mine had been, but he was still more powerful than someone that had been untrained. I had expected cards related to each of the attacks I had seen him use. A beam card of some kind. A pulse that detected me somehow. A healing card.

Instead, he had . . . bureaucratic cards. That was the best way I could describe them. One card helped him do math equations in his head. One card helped him remember details. One card helped him process information and read quicker. It was all so . . . boring!

Ugh, no wonder I had been able to defeat him. He had the cards of a paper pusher! I could only imagine what would have happened if he had his divine strength, spells, and a full deck of combat cards. What a disaster that would have been!

Thank the gods he had been too arrogant to come fully prepared when he somehow detected me intruding into his office.

The angel’s cards must have been extremely high level, judging by the wealth of the order, but since his death, they had all been reset to level one. The only card of the bunch I could see being marginally useful to me was the Memory Enhancement card, which could help me form portals. I replaced Dash with that card, since I was underwhelmed with Dash; trying to use it in the tower showed me I could achieve almost the same speed with my own energy enhancement.

The rest I set aside to see if Professor Brehome would trade me for them. She seemed like she might benefit from having a bunch of cards that helped her run an empire, since she basically did that exact thing.

The last, but certainly not least, thing was the world rune book. I pulled the book over and opened it up. I had glanced through it before in the tower, but now I carefully examined it as I flipped through the pages. There were at least a thousand pages. For the first half of the book, each world had its own page with descriptions of the world and details about who owned it, exports and imports, and so on. The second half of the book, though, was very different.

Instead of having one page per world, here the pages had the name of the world at the top and then a list of dates, the rune of the world, and then the word FAILED written at the end of the line. There were hundreds of entries per page . . . all with the word FAILED written next to each entry, except for the very last entry on each page. That entry had TRANSITIONED written next to it.

I flipped through more pages. Hundreds of different worlds, all with pages of FAILED written next to all but the most recent entry. Finally, in the back half, I found one labeled EARTH—HUMAN VARIANT. I scanned the page. A sick realization struck me as I read FAILED over and over and over except for one last entry, which listed the world as TRANSITIONED.

There were hundreds of failed entries. Did that mean . . . that my world wasn’t the first Earth to be transitioned? The gods had tried to transition Earth hundreds of times before? And each time we failed? Each time billions of people were killed? For their sick economy?

And the world I came from was just one of hundreds of variants that the gods had tried to transition? Had hundreds of versions of me lived the same experience as me, where I huddled in my shop, fearing for my life as monsters ate what little of humanity remained after the transition?

I flipped through more pages. Thousands and thousands of failed worlds. Trillions of sentient beings must have been murdered by these gods so far. It was sickening and disgusting and so absolutely immoral I couldn’t even comprehend what I was looking at.

No wonder they didn’t want transitioned worlds learning how to get to Ambrosia. If people there found out what was happening, even they would be disgusted by the useless waste of life. Or did they know? The clans and orders must have known, because they kept sending new people to transitioned worlds. They must go to farm cards and seize as much wealth as possible, but with plans to retreat to Ambrosia if the world showed signs of failing again, just like it had so many times before.

Did my friends know of this? Why hadn’t they told me? I felt betrayed that they would take part in such a system. Did they do it to try to help Earth survive? I wanted to give them all the benefit of the doubt and hope that was true, but faced with such monumental cruelty and genocide, I had a hard time believing that my friends would participate in any way.

I closed the book. My emotions were all over the place. Since my capture, I had felt like a ping-pong ball bouncing back and forth emotionally. I needed to get home and spend some time recovering in my shop, living the simple life. I felt like I had lived more in the last year or two than in my entire comfortable life back on pre-transitioned Earth.

I stood and made my way to Professor Brehome’s office, book in hand. There, I showed her what I had found. She took the book from me and scanned it quickly. I could tell when she found her own world, because even her blue skin became pale as she saw how many times her world had failed, just like mine.

“How is this possible?” she asked me, looking up in shock.

I just shrugged back at her, unable to put into words how sick the gods truly were.

“Why would the Runic Knights try to help us, then, if we were just destined to fail?”

“They probably contract with you in every iteration,” I said, not sugar-coating things. “And they probably drain your people dry of cards and then abandon you in each one. That’s why they didn’t care to risk their lives to defend you except if required by their contract. And why they would only sell cards for a high amount. They’ve probably seen the exact same thing play out hundreds of times and knew you would pay eventually.”

“Motherfuckers,” she swore as she realized what I had said was probably true.

“We probably surprised them by kicking them off your world,” I said, hoping that was true. “It was probably the first time that’s happened to them on Tellus.”

“That implies that you being here is unique,” she said. “What if this is all part of the same pattern?”

I shook my head. “I suspect not, especially me killing one of their leaders back on Ambrosia and stealing this book. Maybe I am being conceited here, but I think we are on a unique path here. Something must have changed to set me on this path. I suspect it was help from a friend of mine back on Earth who taught me a few tricks my people weren’t supposed to know. Everything else seems to have flowed from that moment . . .”

“If that is true,” Professor Brehome said, looking at me intently, “it is even more important we combine our forces and try to save your world and my people together. We could finally break the cycle on at least one of our worlds.”

“And maybe if we do,” I told her, “we can find the next variant of your world and get here early enough to help it as well.”

“Now that,” she said, sitting back, “is a thought, isn’t it?”

“I don’t see why we couldn’t do it,” I said, “if we can save my world. It will probably be a few more years before they declare this world a total failure. That gives us time to make a difference on my world and then hopefully find the new variant rune and start coordinating with that world as well.”

“Interesting,” she said, thinking about the possibilities. “I need to bring this to our leaders. This information can’t be held by only us two. We need a long-term strategy for saving your world and then planning to come back and save mine.”

We talked out the details a bit among ourselves, and before I left, I traded her the administrative cards I had gotten from the angel, except for the memory one, for ten common cards each.

I kept the rune book so I could examine it more, and Professor Brehome walked me out on her way to consult with the other leaders of her people. I left her to it.

I checked in with Professor Marchet, but he was swamped with all the work he was stuck with and training new people, so I left him to it. I retreated to my room and tried to distract myself with daydreams about being back home.

Several weeks passed. The crafting of the portal stones was going a bit slower than initially expected. I spent the weeks feeling pretty lonely and depressed about everything that had happened. I had never been one to sink into a depression before, but I recognized the symptoms well enough to know that was what was happening to me. I slept a lot. I stopped using the bath every day. I lay around my apartment, entertained myself with my illusions, and occasionally looked at the world rune book and its cold, clinical record of mass genocide. I also couldn’t stop the recurring dream of the haunted house full of illusory copies of myself trying to kill me. Everyone else was so busy and probably thought I was enjoying a much-needed break, so nobody even came to check on me.

I spent a lot of time thinking about Tawny and wishing we had found a way to make things work. I also thought about Jurtan and the team and how I had betrayed them, although I felt less bad about betraying the order after learning exactly what they had been up to. I also couldn’t stop thinking about the way I had killed the angel and the many other people or creatures I had been responsible for killing since the transition. Part of me knew that many of those were justified, but it didn’t stop the guilt from existing.

After the first week, tired of being so down on myself, I made myself do better. I forced myself to take a lengthy bath, used a Mend on myself, and then practiced my forms for hours. The exercise and mental clarity helped, but I still couldn’t shake my depression completely.

I slept each night—and most of the day, if I was being totally honest—next to the griffon eggs I had stolen. At first, they were a reminder of my betrayal to the order, but after I came to understand what they were likely doing to worlds like this one and so many others, that started to fade. On the day I vowed to clean myself up and try getting out of my funk, I realized there was no good reason for me to delay opening one of the eggs.

Maybe I needed a new project and potentially a new friend to help me break out of this unhealthy cycle. I wasn’t convinced that was the most logical thinking in the world, but it was enough for me right now.

I picked one of the crates that held a griffon egg. I examined its runes again before extending a sliver of my own energy to bisect the runes, rendering them useless. Then I pried open the top of the crate and looked inside.

Inside was a gray, speckled egg the size of my head. It was nestled inside a cushion of hay. I carefully lifted it out and held it in my hands. It was warm to the touch and felt rough rather than smooth like a chicken egg from back home. I climbed back into bed and fell into a mid-afternoon nap wrapped in blankets, cradling the egg as I slept.

I was awoken several hours later by the sound of something cracking near me. I opened my eyes quickly and saw that the sun had set and the room was dim around me. I could still see perfectly fine, though, thanks to my Monster Vision card.

I lifted the blankets off of me and looked at the egg. A small eye was looking back at me through a hole in the shell. I smiled when I saw its little eye watching me. As I watched, its eye withdrew, and then a small beak appeared and began to break the egg further. I reached down and helped by pulling away bits of the egg once they were loose enough for me to grab them.

Eventually, a small griffon crawled its way out of the egg and onto my lap on the bed. I smiled and cleaned some of the gunk from the egg off of the little thing. It cooed at me as I cleaned and brushed its coat.

I took it into the bathroom and ran some warm water in the tub to finish cleaning the little thing. I also found out, as I cleaned it, that it was a boy griffon. His coat was soft like that of a baby kitten, but his head and wings were those of a baby bird. His eyes were large and surprisingly expressive. He closed his eyes to just slits in pleasure as I cleaned him.

After I was done, I used a towel to dry him off, and he playfully bit at it as I rubbed him down. It was absolutely adorable. I felt my heart warming at the sight of him. I rubbed his belly and he rolled around on the floor like a kitten.

After we played for a bit, he began to chirp at me. I stood and walked out to the living room, and he padded after me on his tiny lion feet, flapping his tiny wings as he went. He continued to chirp at me.

I used my Mental Control card to reach out to his mind and sensed that he was hungry. Of course he was hungry. He had just been born!

I picked him up and took him to the cafeteria. The academy was as busy, or busier, than it had been before the siege. The only difference was the students hadn’t returned. Instead, the academy was full of legion soldiers and people there to learn the new runes. I got quite a few strange looks as I carried the little griffon in my arms, but the world was strange enough that nobody seemed that shocked to see a baby monster in my hands.

When I got to the cafeteria, I asked one of the cooks if they could help me, and they let me in the back, where we played the game of “what does a baby griffon eat?” It turned out it ate meat. Lots and lots of raw meat. Which made sense, given it was both a lion and an eagle combined.

After my little griffon was stuffed, I took him back to my room and let him rest in a blanket on my couch. I grabbed my sheets and ran them over to the cleaners and got a new set real quick, then sat down near the griffon and watched him as he slept. I knew that pets weren’t a cure for feeling depressed, but they sure helped. I smiled as I watched the little guy sleeping so peacefully. He occasionally twitched his little lion legs as he dreamed and his tail flipped around behind him in the most adorable fashion.

Feeling rejuvenated, I practiced my forms and meditated for the rest of the evening. I also summoned Oliver, which I hadn’t done for a while, and he played around the room with me as I practiced. When the griffon woke up, he chased Oliver around the room, trying to play with him as well. I let the two of them play for a while. The griffon kept trying to flap his little wings to fly up and catch Oliver, but they were still too small to carry his cat body.

As I watched them, I noticed that the griffon had a pattern on his chest that looked a bit like an arrowhead. I decided to name him Arrow, both because of the pattern and because I could easily imagine him flying through the air like an arrow in the future.

“Arrow,” I said, calling to the griffon. He didn’t pay any attention to me, but I still smiled. I watched Oliver and Arrow play until Arrow pooped himself out, and then I took him to bed and the two of us curled up and slept next to each other all night.

I woke up the next morning feeling better. For the first night since the tower, I didn’t wake up from the nightmare about the haunted house. I took Arrow for a large breakfast of raw meat, and I kept Oliver out as well so the two of them could play together.

After that, I studied the world rune book and practiced engraving the rune for my current Earth until I felt confident in making it on the portal stones. Once I was done, I found Professor Marchet and offered to help him train some of his teams. He tried to tell me I deserved a break and that they were fine without me, but I insisted until he let me help his trainees. Maybe he sensed I needed the distraction; it was hard to tell with him.

I spent the rest of my time practicing my forms again, feeding Arrow and playing with him, and helping train new legionaries in rune-crafting. It was good to be busy again, and I found my spirits lifting considerably.
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By the time the two portal stones were ready to go, I was in much better spirits. Arrow had already grown to almost twice his original size, but he was still as adorable as ever. Professor Brehome made sure he had plenty to eat at all times. I packed up my new satchel with all of my gear. Since the satchel seemed to count storage devices within it as a single object, I piled most of my gear in my backpack and then just put that in the satchel, resulting in only one space being taken up. Even my bow and quiver of arrows counted as being a part of the backpack since they were strapped to the side of it, which I thought was rather strange logic, but who was I to argue with a space bag?

I finally explained to Professor Brehome what the crates in my room were. I asked her to help me get them through the portal and let her know that my plan was to give them to people I trusted and breed them so that we could all eventually have a cavalry that rode griffons like the Runic Knights. She agreed and seemed excited about the possibility.

We finalized our plan for once we got to Earth as well. I planned to open the portal just a bit north of my town. The legion would send through a couple hundred of their elite soldiers to secure the town in case any enemies were nearby, and then Professor Brehome and I would pass through and see if any of my friends were around.

Then the legion would begin to scout the area to find a suitable home for the one hundred thousand or more people the legion protected. They weren’t planning to settle near my town, wanting a bigger and more secure area. Distance didn’t really matter anyway, since I could always connect us through a portal.

Professor Brehome had all the other cities collecting the special stone we used to make our portal stones. That would help us build as many permanent portals as we needed. She also planned to keep trade flowing with our people on Ambrosia, and she and I discussed moving the portal to a better location on Earth once we had a safe place to move it to.

Professor Brehome also reassured me that they would be deploying a full contingent of legionaries to connect with my allies in Suburbia and deal with the city to the south, if they were still causing problems. Now that the legion had a temporary reprieve from the Lupusians and their allies, they could afford to send a force to aid me earlier than they had expected previously.

Professor Marchet, in thanks for all I had taught him, presented me with a hardened chest piece that he had crafted specifically for me. I tried to tell him that he didn’t have to give me such a gift, but he insisted that I take it. The armor was a simple chest piece made of a solid metal I didn’t recognize, with leather underneath to cushion the heavy metal. The leather also extended out from the breastplate to provide a pair of shoulder pads and a neck guard of hardened leather.

It was covered in engraved runes. Professor Marchet helped me put it on and I thanked him profusely. He told me it was engraved to resist all types of damage and to be extra durable, lightweight, and self-repairing. I marveled at the level of rune-crafting he had mastered so quickly. I had been so busy just trying to survive that I hadn’t taken the time to craft any gear to learn how to combine runes so skillfully.

Professor Marchet had me draw my new sword and showed me where he had designed a set of runes that let me clip the sword to the back of my armor so the handle stuck up above my left shoulder.

“Now,” he said, “it isn’t very practical to sheathe your sword over your shoulder unless you get really good at it. You can draw it by bending over slightly, but probably you should just unclip the scabbard to re-sheathe it.”

I equipped the armor and then practiced drawing and unclipping the scabbard until the motion felt fairly fluid. The armor was very comfortable to wear. It was lightweight, despite feeling solid, and the leather armor under the chest plate was smooth and comfortable.

I was excited to get home, and I felt confident in my new allies and our plan for the future. I couldn’t wait to see Eargobr’s face when I showed up with a baby griffon. I wanted to test my newly enhanced body against his strength to see how I measured up these days. He could probably still throw me around like a ragdoll, but I was pretty sure I could give him a run for his money when it came to raw strength.

The day to open the portal came rather quickly once everything else was as ready as it was going to be. I engraved both portal stones and we set up one of them at the opposite corner from the one to Ambrosia. Professor Brehome, Professor Marchet, the senior officers of the legion, and a force of legionaries wearing rune-crafted armor were standing by and watching me closely.

Arrow was in my arms, the satchel over my shoulder and hidden by my cloak. I had put Oliver away for now, just to be safe. I felt as ready as I would ever be.

I began to build the image of the room around me in my mind. Once I had that, I pictured my town. Peaceful, set in the middle of nowhere, a lone reminder of Earth’s past. I pictured the north of the town, where the road ended abruptly. Where a bit of a red stain on the street had never gone away completely. I pictured about fifty feet north of that. The ground was flat and had nothing much to show for it besides some sparse grass coming up here and there.

Once I had the image, I invoked my Dimensional Control card and funneled the energy through my core, out of my right arm, and into the two images. I pierced the smallest of holes between the two images, aligned them, and then summoned the portal to appear inside the stone in front of me.

I felt the portal appear. I opened my eyes and saw the team Professor Marchet had prepared jumping through the portal, the other portal stone in hand. I felt them pass through, and I held the portal until I felt them complete the portal on the other side.

Once the portal stones were complete, I released my energy. The portal stayed open. The portal to home.

I smiled in relief.

A cheer broke out among the legionaries who had been watching. Arrow startled at the sound, but I picked him up and reassured him that everything was okay. He nuzzled his beak into my armpit affectionately in response.

Someone gave an order and the legionaries began marching into the portal. I waited and watched until they had all passed through, and then Professor Brehome and I entered the portal one after the other.

As I stepped into the portal, I couldn’t stop myself from imagining seeing my friends again. I dreamed of taking a warm shower in my apartment. I could almost feel the relaxation of sitting in my favorite thinking chair in front of my shop, waiting to see if anyone came to visit the store.

I was so busy daydreaming that it took me a second to realize I hadn’t come through the other side of the portal. Instead of stepping from one location and into another, I was floating in a purple void.

“What?” I tried to say but was unable to speak. I could barely see around me; the world seemed to be made of naked energy angrily pulsating all around me. The purple seared my eyes at the same time I felt it burning against my skin painfully.

“Ah,” I heard a deep, commanding voice say. The voice sounded as if it was coming from all around me at once. I tried turning to look for the source but wasn’t able to move my body. “So you are the little troublemaker who killed one of my sons.”

Killed one of his sons? Shit . . .

“I normally wouldn’t bother with such a minor annoyance,” the voice continued, “but when one of my people looked into you, they said you were causing quite a few waves in our operations. Escaping your doomed planet, rescuing the people of Tellus, flooding our city with unlicensed cards to the masses. Quite the little annoyance you have turned out to be.”

I tried to speak, but now even that was cut off from me. I was beginning to panic, realizing I was facing a god who knew everything I had been up to.

“Now,” he continued, “I am partial to free will myself. Unlike some of my colleagues, I can appreciate someone that breaks the bounds of their own fate. In a way, it warms my heart to see it. An infinite number of possibilities can become infinitely boring when you live as long as we have.”

I sensed a “but” coming soon. I pushed my energy out of me, trying to sense where I was. That worked better than I expected. The energy void I was trapped in seemed to respond to my own energy and magnify it several times. I could even feel the god floating in front of me. I could also feel the god’s massive core. It was like living in a glass of water your entire life and feeling like you were powerful for being able to make a wave, then suddenly finding yourself dumped into the ocean and facing someone capable of throwing around tsunamis with a thought.

Fuck. My mind balked at even trying to understand how such a thing could be possible. The god was so far above me that I knew, instinctively, there was literally nothing I could ever do in a lifetime of study and practice to hurt him like he could hurt me right now.

The god laughed at my struggles.

“Yes, you see it?” the god said. “Your pathetic race will never rise to our level, despite the many chances we have given your people. You have never even come close to surviving our challenge. Despite all you have done, I will be lenient. I think my colleagues could use a little excitement. The current order has become so boring. I will let the petty struggles of your allies continue and I look forward to seeing what becomes of them.”

“But you,” he said, focusing his energy on me. The power was so intense I would have passed out from the merest hint of his anger if he didn’t hold my mind and body in a grasp of inescapable energy. “You must be punished for inconveniencing me personally. And I have the perfect solution for you in mind.”

I saw a portal open in front of me. I couldn’t look away from it. Inside, I saw the street of my town. Except this town wasn’t cleaned up like mine had been before I left. This one was decayed, filthy, and empty of all life. The sky was a dark, sickly green that cast the entire world in a putrid color that made everything seem bleak and unwelcoming.

I tried to speak but still couldn’t respond.

“This is one of your failed worlds,” the god told me. I could sense his cruel amusement at the horror I felt when I saw my town in such a state. “We integrated this world before the one you came from. Sadly, like all the other attempts to raise your pathetic race above its beginnings, your people failed within just a few years. I think you will benefit from seeing what the future of your own world has in store for it.”

Panicking, I realized this god was about to throw me into this portal to a failed Earth. I tried lashing out with my Mental Control card, the only thing I hadn’t tried yet. I felt my mind slip, for the briefest of moments, into the mind of the god. I dove deeply, trying to do as much damage as I could, lashing out blindly with my mind.

I felt the god recoil, shocked that I had been able to do anything to him. I dove deeper and deeper, willing my mind to cause as much damage as possible to the god. I took all my fear, disgust, and anger at everything I had learned about what this god and the others had done to so many different worlds and sent it spinning out into the god’s mind.

I dove so deep I ran into an image that shocked me so much I forgot for a moment what I was doing. I found myself inside the god’s mind, but instead of an angel, as I had seen in the portrait I had found in the satchel, I was looking at the god as he was originally.

And what shocked me so thoroughly was that he was . . . human. I was looking at the god as a young man praying in a chapel of some kind. I didn’t recognize the iconography, but it was obviously a religious temple of some sort. The young man was kneeling on a rug, his head bowed as he prayed to an altar in front of him. The image was so shocking that it gave the god a chance to recover from my mental attack.

How dare you, the voice boomed inside my mind.

My mental probe was seized and thrown out of the god’s mind by a will so strong I knew I had only managed to get inside his mind by sheer surprise and luck.

You will pay for that for all eternity, mortal, the god boomed into my mind again. I felt myself losing consciousness at the mere power of the god’s voice.

The god approached me as I hung there, motionless in the energy void. I began to panic, realizing this god could carry out his threat and torture me for all eternity if he really wanted to. I tried attacking him again with my Mental Control, but trying to get back into the god’s mind was like striking a solid wall of impenetrable metal.

I frantically threw my energy out around me, trying to find any way to escape this monster. Unlike before, I felt my energy interact with something in this void—the portal the god had opened. My energy latched onto the portal, and I pulled on it with every ounce of my being, willing it to come closer to me. Before, the portal had been a worst-case scenario, but now I was confident it was better than staying here and facing the wrath of this god.

The god’s energy crested above me as he prepared to unleash something horrendous. With a surge of will, I pulled and stretched and demanded that the portal and my energy come together. I pulled and pulled at the portal, demanding that it bend to my will. Just as I was sure it wasn’t going to work, something came loose around me and I shot forward. I would have screamed if I could have, but I was thrown forward so fast I could do nothing but rocket through the portal.

I was catapulted out of the portal and rolled to stop my momentum as I crashed into the rough ground below me. I heard an angry squawk and saw that Arrow was still with me. I covered him quickly as I finished rolling across the ground.

As soon as I stopped rolling, I stood and looked back toward the portal in a panic.

I could see a massive eye staring back at me, watching me from inside the portal.

Let this world be your doom, mortal, the god said. I have sealed you here for all eternity. See what will become of your world over and over forever.

With that, the portal closed with a snap. I was gasping and I couldn’t stop myself from panicking at what I had just escaped. The air I was breathing made me feel sick to my stomach as I gasped it in. I felt weak, weaker than I had felt in a long time. The dark, sickly world around me smelled of rot and death.

I clutched Arrow to my chest and looked around at what had become of this version of my world. It wasn’t a good sight at all. Everything looked lifeless. Even the grass underneath me was dead. The dirt was dry, more like sand than healthy soil. The world appeared leached of all life. Everything was truly dead.
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“Oh, c’mon!” I said. “You have got to be kidding me.”

New world detected. Would you like to perform a scan of this world?

I indicated yes on my watch and felt some of my energy being taken for a scan of the world.

Anomaly detected. Error. Error. Please see an administrator as soon as possible.

I ignored the watch for now, instead looking around. The sky was completely overcast by dark, angry, and sickly-looking clouds. The world was dark and poisoned, the temperature cold and harsh.

I was feeling strangely weak. I looked inside to see where my core of energy normally was and noticed that the energy of my core was different. Energy—all energy, as far as I knew—was a vibrant, almost living thing. The pure energy I pulled into my core and spread throughout my body to enhance myself was a violent, pulsing purple. Normally. Now the energy I sensed all around me and was pulling into my core was tainted with a sickly green energy. It made me feel weak, and as more and more was pulled into my core, I began to feel sick to my stomach; the energy spreading throughout me made me feel nauseous instead of strengthened.

I quickly released the energy I had spread throughout my body, fearing I was doing nothing but poisoning myself. I felt the sickly energy recede, but my core was still tainted by the corrupted energy. I felt fevered by having such polluted energy inside of me.

My Efficiency rune, which I had engraved over my chest to increase the power of the energy I drew from the world, was only concentrating the poisoned energy inside of me. I quickly stopped the automatic pull of energy into my core through the rune; the act had become second nature to me by now.

I was unbalanced, still fevered, and weaker than I had felt for months or possibly years now. I had first come to rely on my enhancement cards to boost my physical abilities, but after learning how to mimic those enhancements with my energy, I had given those cards away to people that needed them more. Now I had no enhancement cards and my energy was too corrupted, and I could no longer use it to enhance myself.

I hugged Arrow to my chest and jogged behind the remaining buildings to scout the back of where my shop had been in my world. The first thing I noticed as I approached was that the makeshift fence for my backyard didn’t exist here. In my world, Eargobr and I had created a barrier around the back of my shop to give me more security and privacy and to help protect my garden from animals.

Did that mean I didn’t exist here? Or had I existed at one point but Eargobr hadn’t?

I ducked through one of the small alleys between buildings to check out the front of the store. When I reached the main road, I saw it was almost identical to mine. The ten buildings were the same. They appeared just like they had in my world, dropped into the middle of nowhere as if they had always been here. The only difference was that the road was still full of abandoned cars, unlike in my world, where we had cleaned up after the apocalypse. It was eerie to see so many parallels to my world and yet so many differences as well.

I looked over the remnants of the town, finding another major difference. The windows of many of the shops were broken, and the insides of the buildings seemed gutted and destroyed. On my world, I had been able to protect the town enough to prevent the worst of the damage, other than what had occurred right at the start of the transition, but apparently not here.

When I reached my shop, I saw the gate was down to protect the front of the store, but the windows had been broken and the inside of the shop looked destroyed. I tried the gate, but it was locked. I had left my key with my friends when I had gone hunting so long ago, so I couldn’t enter through the front of the shop.

I jogged back down the small path between my shop and the building next door, Arrow craning his head this way and that as we ran.

“Sorry, buddy,” I told him. “We can stop to take in the sights sometime in the future. For now, we need to get somewhere safe.”

I moved around the corner and found the back entrance to my shop. Now that I was paying closer attention, I could see there were remains of a garden here—just not the fence that Eargobr and I had made to protect it. So someone—possibly an alternate version of me—had tried to plant a garden back here at some point? Nothing looked alive. I could only tell that a garden had been here because there were beds of disturbed soil in the exact same place I had tilled the ground to make my garden in my world.

Putting that disturbing parallel out of my mind, I moved to the door and tried to open it but found it locked up tight. Dang.

I put Arrow down so I could decide what to do about the door. He immediately flapped his tiny wings and ran off to sniff around the remains of the garden.

Seeing no other option, I summoned some of the corrupted energy and formed a claw over my right fist. As soon as I did, I felt the corrupted energy course through me, making me feel feverish and sick again. I also saw that the claw was a sickly yellow-green rather than the normal vibrant purple of my claws whenever I summoned them on a healthy world. Just looking at the new color made me feel even sicker, and I had to resist the urge to gag as I watched the pulsing energy covering my fist.

I pushed through the feeling and quickly used my claw to carve out the lock on the back door. Thankfully, the door was easy to cut through, and I was able to push the lock through the door after just a quick swipe of my claw. I heard the lock fall through the door and land on the other side with a muffled clang. Dismissing the energy with a feeling of relief, I pushed open the door into the shop.

“Arrow!” I called out behind me. “Come on, stick with me.”

The little griffon came bounding over with something in his beak. He ran around my feet a couple of times and then dropped whatever he had found. I reached down and saw that he had dug up the remains of a potato. It was desiccated and dry, but I could sense the smallest amount of life remaining inside it. I had planted potatoes just like this in the garden back home. A shiver passed over me. Did that mean a version of me had planted it here as well?

I picked up the wrinkled, sickly-looking potato and put it in my satchel for later. I looked back over at my garden in thought. I let my senses expand over the remnants of the garden and felt the very faintest of life energy remaining in the soil. Maybe my alternative self had used Mend like I had. That might have given the plants some kind of protection from the corrupted energy of this world. But I had gotten the Mend card from Prince Andrathath. If Eargobr was never here to help me move cars, would Prince Andrathath have been here? Or a version of him? I didn’t think the people from Ambrosia were copied like people from Earth had been, so did that mean Prince Andrathath himself had been here to help this version of me? If that was true, had he been hiding that from me? Did he go to each alternate version of Earth and try to assist me and other humans? I was feeling overwhelmed by the possibilities. I put those questions out of my mind.

I turned back to the door leading into the shop. I needed to find out what had happened to the shop first.

I pushed open the door slowly, listening for any sounds from inside the shop. My vision was enhanced from my high-level Monstrous Vision card, granting me enhanced sight in dark places as well as other enhancements. Thankfully, using the passive bonus from the card didn’t seem to make me feel sick to my stomach. I was grateful I had leveled up the card, given how dark and gloomy this entire world appeared to be.

I also had the glowing sword I had stolen from the angel. I held it in front of me as I entered the store. All around me, it cast a warm light that seemed to push back the cold, dead feeling of the world.

Arrow stayed behind me, watching from around my feet as I moved into the store. The first thing I noticed was that this version of the shop hadn’t been remodeled like mine had been. Eargobr and I had remodeled the store, removing the useless refrigerators and freezer to combine the front of the store with the back area. But we hadn’t done that until after I returned from the city to the south. Had this version of me just chosen not to make those changes? Or no Eargobr meant no remodeling? Or did this version of me even survive that long? If the tourists who came to explore a newly transitioned world were different, then the city to the south might not even exist in this world. My head was hurting from thinking about all the ways this world might be different. The smallest change could have had cascading effects that impacted the way this world developed.

Everything inside the store was destroyed or in the process of decaying into uselessness. I couldn’t see anything usable left in the shop, only broken shelves and scraps of human knickknacks I had once sold at the start of the transition.

I moved into the break room to my left. I had used the break room as a makeshift bedroom for months after the transition. I led with the sword in hand. Once inside, I found the twin bed I had once slept on and resting in that bed was a body.

My stomach dropped as I realized what I was looking at. There was a small chance this was some random person that had sought refuge in the shop, but I knew that wasn’t true. The body wore the same clothing I had worn right after the transition. I recognized the shoes that stuck out from under a tattered and rotting blanket. The face was desiccated, but I could still tell I was looking at my own dead body.

I gagged, feeling sick to my stomach. I managed to avoid puking up what little food was in my stomach, but I felt disoriented and had to sit down quickly to avoid falling over. I kept a wary eye on the body, just in case it turned out to be a zombie. I had seen enough horror movies to know that was a very real possibility.

Thankfully, the body didn’t move. I poked it a few times with my sword, but nothing happened. After I was feeling a bit better, I shifted the blanket off my body with the sword and looked down at myself.

The version of me wasn’t wearing the magical robes I had gotten from running the undead dungeon with Eargobr. I reached my hand over the body and urged it to release any cards it might still have. To my surprise, several rose up and began to rotate slowly above the body.

I stood and grabbed the cards, still staring at the body warily as I got closer. It still didn’t move, so I backed away to inspect the cards. This was the strangest thing I had ever encountered, and that was saying something after everything I had gone through since the transition.

The deck that this version of me had been using was almost identical to what I had used when my world first transitioned. There was the Time Stasis card I had been given on the first day. I also had Fire Burst, which I had looted from the woman in the car. Even the Wisdom of the Ages card I had found on the elderly woman in one of the apartments was here as well, as were the Bookworm and Preparedness cards I had looted around town. It was remarkable how much more unique the starting cards were compared to the majority of the generic cards I had been finding lately.

What I didn’t see in the deck were any of the cards I had gotten from running dungeons or trading, not even the ones I had gotten from killing the deer creature way back when. Was this what happened to me if I hadn’t encountered Eargobr and had been lucky enough to go along with him to run my first dungeon? Befriending him had been a big part of why I felt comfortable enough to start holding my own against the monsters—plus, the strength I had gained from the robes and cards had helped significantly.

What I didn’t have was the Haste card, one of the cards I had lost when the naga had kidnapped me and stolen my cards. If I had that, combined with the other Time Stasis card and the Wisdom of the Ages card, I might have been able to upgrade my Time Knowledge card to the higher-level Time Control evolution of the card.

I reviewed my active deck, trying to decide if I should swap anything out for the cards I looted from my alternative self.

Time Knowledge

Mend, Level 5

Energy Efficiency

Mental Control

Dimensional Control

Monster Vision, Level 5

Memory Enhancement

Pain Reduction

Cat Nap

I could afford to take out the Energy Efficiency card. I had long suspected the Efficiency rune I had carved over my core had made that card redundant anyway. And now, getting more efficient energy was just making me even sicker.

I thought about my options. I didn’t want to go back to a spell-focused deck right now since invoking a card at all made me so sick I could barely focus enough to use it. Basic spell cards also felt pretty limited now; I had gotten used to my more flexible illusion domain and the increased effectiveness of the cards I had evolved together. The more a person evolved the same type of cards into each other, the greater control and flexibility a person gained over that element. I had been lucky enough to evolve my time cards, my mental cards, and my dimensional cards all in that way. All three types of cards were extremely rare, but a bit of luck, a bit of trade, and a bit of calling in favors had served me well in upgrading the cards.

Going back to being able to cast one spell card whenever it came off cooldown just didn’t seem worth it.

At the same time, I didn’t want to risk losing my time-based cards by using one of them on its own. Instead, I grabbed my own Time Knowledge card and quickly evolved it with the two time-based cards I had looted. Now I just needed one more to get it to the next level, which should give me even greater control over my time-based powers and hopefully increase the strength of the time core I believed I had received after evolving the card from the legendary to artifact level.

The other cards in my body were the Toughness card and the Beast Sense: Smell cards I had originally looted from the wolves I defeated when I first explored the town. I could sense that the Beast Sense: Smell card could be evolved into my Monstrous Vision card, which would likely make for an interesting evolution, but if I did that, it would reset the level on my Monstrous Vision card, and I had a feeling I would need the level-five and level-ten upgrades I had received from the card in this world. Level five had given me thermal vision that I could activate at will, and level ten had given me hawk-like distance vision that went well with the basic enhanced night vision of the card.

Since I was unable to enhance myself with the corrupted energy of this world, I decided that I would slot in the Toughness card. I felt disappointed that I had to go back to using physical-enhancement cards after the months of hard work I had put into using energy to enhance my body, but the survivability of even a level-one Toughness card might be necessary until I could find a way to utilize my energy again.

Once that was done, I stepped away from my body and tried to open a portal off this world. The god I angered had said that he sealed off this world to trap me here, but it was still worth testing his claim now that I knew more about this sad world I found myself on.

I concentrated, building a mental image of the ruined shop around me. Once I had that, I pictured the corner of the portal room back on Vellus, which I had used so many times before. I felt the two images form in my mind and then summoned my Dimensional Control energy to pierce a small hole between the two images. As I did, I felt the sickening energy of this world enter me again. I wanted to vomit from the feeling but concentrated hard to avoid losing the two images. I brought the corrupted energy toward the two images, trying to pierce the hole necessary to form the portal, but no matter how hard I tried, the Dimensional Control energy would not make a hole.

I kept trying, my frustration growing, until the sickness from the corrupted energy overwhelmed me and I couldn’t stop myself from dry-heaving. Spitting to clear my mouth, I felt frustration and anger over the entire situation. The gods, their stupid games, their insane mass genocide of worlds—all of it was infuriating and frustrating, and all I wanted was to get home and play shopkeeper again.

Arrow, the stalwart companion that he was, had been rooting through the wreckage of the store, ignoring what I was going through completely. I called to him, and he came running over with a couple of chirps and pounced into my lap without a care in the world.

I nestled into his fur and took a moment to rebalance myself. It wasn’t every day you found yourself trapped on a dead world, next to your own corpse, and unable to escape from what was likely going to be a slow and painful death.

Arrow eventually got tired of me holding him and started trying to wriggle out of my grasp, so I set him down. He cocked his head at me and chirped once more before returning to his exploration of the shop.

I forced myself to get up and search the shop. Arrow joined me, treating it like a fun game. Seeing him so carefree helped me feel a bit better about digging through the remnants of another life of mine.

As I had suspected, not much had survived this world. I found some nonperishable food, but even that had been spoiled by the energy of this world and was inedible. I also found a journal that this version of me had been keeping. I really did not want to read it but forced myself to take a look in case it contained anything helpful.

I set my sword down on the break room table and then sat underneath the sword so I had enough light to read the journal. It was a depressing read. As I had suspected, this version of me had encountered the elves, just like I had. That had inspired him to go scour the town, just like it had for me, but after turning the shop into something that might attract more people to buy things, nobody ever came. Weeks passed, and the only visitor he had was the vampire Vlad, who came to buy romance books. It was sweet to see that this version of me and the vampire had become something like friends in this world. But no orcs ever came to shop, and no friendly travelers like the gnomes or Eargobr ever stopped in. The town remained entirely empty, and this version of me fell into a deep depression. Slowly, his food ran out, and his last entry was full of regret for how much he had wasted his life before the transition.

I felt tears falling as I finished reading his journal. This would have been me if not for a few lucky friends I had encountered. It seemed like on most of the Earths that the gods transitioned, this was how I always ended up. A lonely human, dying by myself in a shop I barely wanted to work at in the first place.

I put the journal away in my satchel, wanting to keep it as a memento of what this version of me had been through. It was a reminder of how important the people in my life had been to me. Now I was trapped on this world, alone, and I needed to remember not to fall into despair like this version of me had or I would never see my friends again.

To get some fresh air, I went out to the remains of my garden. The haunted forest behind my shop had always been a gloomy place, but now it was absolutely dead. Not a single tree had a leaf on it any longer. On my world, the forest was alive even if it was haunted. The forest just had a dreary air to it and was haunted by vampires and other monsters.

Here, nothing was left of the forest but the skeletons of trees reaching toward the sky as if they were begging for even the smallest morsel of sun to keep them alive.

I opened the map function of the watch I had gotten on Ambrosia. A large image appeared in front of my vision, and I could see my location, the town around me, and the forest in front of me. I noticed I could also see a lot more on the map than I should be able to.

I zoomed out with a thought and saw that this map had parts of the world already discovered, but the areas away from where I stood right now were flickering as though they were unsure if I had really been there or not. When I first learned about the watch, I was told it used my energy to populate the map and would show me places I had visited in the world even before I received the watch. It was some kind of function of the gods and the energy of the worlds—I just wrote it off as magic.

Here, it was showing me everywhere I had been on my Earth, but it seemed like it wasn’t sure if that was correct or not. I scanned around the map and saw where the orcs had made their home; Suburbia, the town in the middle of the forest to the south; and the cliffside city way to the south. It also showed me where I had been in the haunted forest, which I knew contained two dungeons close to my home.

I looked down at Arrow as he played around me. We would need food if we were going to survive on this world for any real length of time. The only thing I had was the mystical fruit I had stolen. Arrow normally ate raw meat. Would he eat the fruit if I made him? Would it be safe for him to eat it if it was barely safe for me to eat? How long could we survive on that with the energy of this world slowly poisoning us both?

He cocked his head and chirped up at me as he noticed me watching him play. I smiled. At least I wasn’t completely alone here.

I scouted around my town, leaving Arrow back in my old shop—or a version of it, at least—so I could move quickly and avoid trouble if I found any. The eerie silence of the world was the first thing that truly clued me in to how alone I really was. There was no sound of birds chirping to each other. There was no sound of insects calling out. There were no animals rustling through bushes. There wasn’t even the sound of wind rustling through leaves or brushing over the tops of the grass. Nothing lived. Absolutely nothing.

The overcast sky and poison energy left me feeling exhausted, and I soon returned to Arrow after making sure there was nothing nearby that could be a danger to us. Arrow was stressed about being separated from me for so long, and I curled up with him in a different part of the store, as far from my body as possible.

I didn’t sleep, but eventually Arrow did. I tried to think of what to do, and I kept obsessively trying to open a portal back home, but whenever I tried, I felt a block that seemed too powerful to ever overcome.

I couldn’t tell whether it was day or night, but eventually, Arrow woke up and started demanding food.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” I told him. “This is all we have.” I tried to feed him a piece of the fruit, but he didn’t want to try it. I forced myself to eat it, feeling the burning sensation and pain as the fruit worked on my body. After it was over, I was covered in dark spots again. I had to clean myself before Arrow would come near me.

I spent the next few hours cleaning this version of my store. I dug a grave with a shovel from the hardware store across the street and buried this version of me in the garden. Arrow and I stood over the grave, and I was unsure of whether I should say anything.

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” I eventually said, “and I hope you find rest, if such a thing is even possible in this messed-up universe.”

I finished cleaning the shop and looted a new bed and bedding from the remnants of the town. Arrow was hunting for food all day, but there was nothing to eat. He came to me as I sat in the cleaned shop and whined and begged for food, but the only thing I had to give him was the strange fruit.

He reluctantly took a bite, and at first he was happy, but when the pain came, he whined and pulled away from me as if I was the one that had hurt him. I felt terrible, but there was nothing else for him to eat.

“Come on, boy,” I told him. “I am sorry. You just have to endure it.”

After some gentle coaxing, he eventually scooted back toward me and let me hold him. I noticed that he had significantly fewer black spots than I did, but I cleaned his coat thoroughly to help him feel better.

Eventually, I grew bored of just sitting around and trying to open the portal over and over, so I set out from this version of my town. I traveled to where the orc city had been in my world but found the area empty—no city had ever been built in this version of the world. Suburbia, the settlement where the refugees from the city by the water had taken up living, was the same. It was nothing but empty rows of houses like it had been when I first found it in my world. The city by the water was still there, but it showed no signs of development. Whatever happened in this world, it must have happened quickly because the survivors had little chance to build anything. Even the dungeons were drained, empty of all life and energy. Nothing survived.

Traveling was difficult, not due to monsters or the terrain, but due to the complete absence of such. The world was absolutely silent. The only sound was a dead wind that blew through the decaying remnants of trees as I traveled. Arrow was miserable, and every time I fed him, he looked at me with such hurt in his eyes that I felt overwhelming guilt despite knowing it was necessary to keep him alive.

The weird fruit did seem to be doing him good, other than the pain of eating it, because he was skyrocketing in size as we traveled. On a steady diet of the fruit, he was growing large and healthy right before my eyes. I held him after each meal to reassure him, but the look in his eyes whenever the pain overtook him brought me to tears many times.

For me, the fruit was having an interesting effect. I felt stronger, clearer of mind, and I noticed both my regular core and my time core were growing ever so slightly every time I ate. I meditated every day, feeling out my cores and noticing how they were strengthening and growing as the days passed. This must be some secret known only to the most successful in Ambrosia, because while the food was painful, it seemed to be cleansing my body and amplifying everything about me. For Arrow, who was eating the fruit as he grew from a baby, it significantly improved his strength, speed, and size. The other benefit was that it made pulling in the sickly energy of this world slightly more bearable. The nausea became more tolerable the more I ate and the longer I was trapped here.

I continued trying to open a portal after I was done meditating, but it was more out of stubbornness than any hope I could get myself home that way. I was slowly resigning myself to the reality that I was trapped on this dead planet, and I wasn’t sure what to do to get home.

As I traveled, I thought a lot about my life and my choices. There really wasn’t much else to do but think or listen to the dead wind blow. I missed my friends. I felt pride in what I had accomplished, especially after seeing what had happened to this version of me. It was weird to think I had made different choices that let me survive when so many past versions of me didn’t. Did that make me special? Or lucky? Or was it just a matter of playing the odds? Eventually, one of me was bound to get it, right?

After exploring the area I once knew, I settled back in my empty store. I had nowhere else to go, and that spot was as good as any. At least staying in my old shop inspired some fond memories for me. I spent days just meditating, trying to think about myself and observing the small changes to my cores and my body from the fruit and from being trapped on this world. I played with Arrow as much as I could as well—he was taller than my waist after just a few weeks of insanely rapid growth. His pounces weren’t a joke any longer, and I took to training him as much as possible, though it was hard without any food to give as a reward for good behavior.

More time passed, possibly weeks; it was so hard to tell without any changes in the dead world around me. I judged time mostly by how large Arrow was growing and how much he was learning. I taught him to fetch, to sneak with me at my command, and to hunt with me, and we practiced riding as he walked and trotted around the town.

It was a day like any other when things finally changed in two ways. First, Arrow learned to fly. His wings had grown larger than his body weeks ago, but he hadn’t really been using them except to leap further and quicker as we pretended to hunt or fight together. He was leaping forward at my command, like normal, when suddenly his wings kept beating. With a piercing cry, he soared upward and continued flying. I watched in awe as his massive wings snapped the wind and carried him skyward. His cry echoed around me, exuberant and triumphant.

I watched as he soared around the town, dipping and diving. I could feel a wide smile on my face. Arrow flying was the first truly happy thing to happen to me since I had been trapped here.

The second thing that changed happened just then. As I was watching Arrow, marveling at his grace and power, a thought occurred to me. I had been trying to open the portal out of this world using the traditional method, but the traditional method utilized my regular core. What if it was possible to use my new time core to power my cards? There was no reason it wasn’t possible; it was a core like any other. Maybe that would let me open a portal in such a different way that whatever was blocking me from leaving this world wouldn’t recognize it.

I immediately tried, but of course, nothing happened at first. I could feel that my time core was still too small for such a large burst of power. Plus, it was completely unresponsive when I tried to use it to fuel a card that wasn’t time-based, but I didn’t give up. If I had learned anything, it was that these cards and the energy of these worlds would bend if enough willpower was used. I had nothing but time and willpower on this world.

I began with something smaller than opening a portal. I tried making an illusionary copy of a rock. It was a dull rock; even the luster somehow drained from the rocks and ground around me as if whatever had happened to this world had drained even the earth itself. I kept the dull rock with me at all times, trying to make a copy appear in my other hand but pulling the energy from my time core and not my regular core. I meditated for hours, focusing on pulling energy from my time core and imagining that spreading through my body like my other core’s energy did.

Arrow had grown large enough that I could actually fly him as well, which was one of the most amazing experiences of my life. He was eager to have me ride with him, so I put my fears aside and let him carry me into the sky. With a cry of triumph, we soared together over my town. I looked over the small area that I had called home for years, sad to see how dead it looked but marveling at my memory of how beautiful it had once been.

Arrow and I took to traveling since I could ride him and carry all of my worldly possessions with me in the satchel. We bid farewell to my town and flew first over the mountains to the west. Despite how dead this world was, the massive mountains were still a beauty to behold. I practiced drawing energy from my time core as we traveled, never letting up on my new goal, but I also enjoyed the companionship of traveling with Arrow. It also helped that once Arrow reached what appeared to be his full size, the fruit no longer seemed to hurt him when he ate. Whether his body was fully purified or some other unknown factor was at play, it was a welcome change. He now eagerly ate his fruit and I no longer had to watch him cringe away from me after he ate.

Once fully grown, he was significantly bigger than even the largest of the creatures I had seen back at the camp. Arrow’s shoulders were as tall as my head, and when he stood proudly before me, his eagle head stood almost twice as tall as me. If there had been any monsters left on this world, I wouldn’t have envied them having to deal with my companion. I was pretty sure he would make short work of even the most powerful of monsters.

I, unfortunately, never got used to the fruit. The pleasure and then pain were there every time I ate it, but I forced myself to consume it, nonetheless. I felt my body and cores growing and changing from the influence of the fruit, and I would need that to get off this world.

It was a month or so later, if I was guessing right, when I finally made a copy of the rock. Arrow and I were past the mountains, soaring over a hilly and sparsely forested area. I could see the remnants of towns and one large keep, some of the first signs of people surviving on this world. When Arrow and I got closer, we inevitably found no signs of life. Each town told a story. Burned-down houses, destroyed walls, and other signs of attack were everywhere. The keep had a large hole where the gate used to be, signs of something attacking and killing everything inside—although I never found skeletons or remains of the people that had to have once lived there.

As we flew off from the keep, I focused on making an illusory copy of the stone in my hand, as I did every minute of every day, when I felt something different. The channels in my body that had been carved from my normal core became flush with a strange golden energy. I felt it course through me. It made me feel light-headed. When it reached the palm of my empty hand, I looked down and saw a golden copy of the rock resting right where nothing had been before.

I gaped at the sight and turned the rock over to inspect it as Arrow flew us away from the keep. It wasn’t a normal illusion. This was clearly not a real rock. I could see through it in places, and it glowed with a golden shimmer where the normal rock was dull and brown. And yet I had created an illusion using my time core instead of my regular core!

Arrow and I celebrated that night. I swear he was smart enough—either from the fruit or his own intelligence—to know what I said as I explained what happened and why it was important. He frolicked around me, as happy as I was at the breakthrough.

We stayed in place for the next week, settling into the remnants of a small grove of trees. The dead trunks and branches broke the wind for us, providing at least a little bit of coverage. I practiced summoning time illusions over and over. I found they responded strangely, randomly reversing whatever I had them do or sometimes jumping forward and completing a task I had given them before they had done anything to finish it.

For instance, when I summoned a copy of myself, I ordered it to sneak around the trees as if it was hunting prey. Sometimes, it would sneak off, but then I would find it suddenly back next to me as if it hadn’t left yet. It would then sneak off again with no awareness that it was doing so for the second time.

Other times, it would disappear and reappear in the middle of the trees as if it had been sneaking through them already and I had just missed the intermediary steps. It was strange and fascinating to watch, as if the illusions were not quite solidified in this time stream.

After a week, I tried to open a portal with my time core but found it was still not large enough to do anything. I put it aside for now, not wanting to get my hopes up that such a portal could bypass the block on this world but also not wanting to get discouraged. I continued to focus on using my time core to power my cards and illusions, practicing nonstop as Arrow and I continued to explore this world.

We spent months traveling all around my world. I got a better idea of what had been surrounding me back home, and seeing the remnants of civilizations and peoples that had survived gave me a lot of ideas of where to travel once I made it back home. I envisaged a massive trade network centered on my town, with portals to all these areas of the world that Arrow and I were finding—hopefully they were still alive and thriving back on my Earth. With Arrow to fly me around, and with my portal skills and the skills of my friends to make permanent portals, I could help connect my world and build an alliance of trade and mutual cooperation that might, finally, give us a chance to survive what the gods had done to us.

Finally, after almost half a year of traveling, I felt my time core was big enough to open a portal. Arrow and I settled into the remnants of a small town on the banks of a river—the river had long since dried up on this world, but there were signs it must have once been a beautiful sight.

There, I began meditating. I pictured my world, my town, the image coming to me easily and clearly. My mind felt cleansed, purified by the fruit and months of isolation. Whereas once it had taken me time to recall memories and images from my past, now it was instant. I pictured a clear spot near my town and pushed to open a portal using the energy only from my time core.

I pushed, straining harder and harder, but after a few minutes, I felt nothing happen.

“Dammit!” I yelled, slamming my fists into the dry ground next to me. Arrow cooed softly at me, his large beak brushing against my head from where he loomed over me.

“I’m not giving up,” I said. “There has to be a way around this.”

I focused again, but this time, instead of picturing my world, I thought about the image I had seen in the god’s mind. I had stolen a look at his past, and he had been furious at what I had seen. I fantasized about finding a way to fight the cruel and malicious god back when he had looked like a normal human, weak and vulnerable, instead of the massive creature of power that I had encountered.

The image of the god kneeling in the church was vibrant and alive in my newly enriched memory. I could picture the scene perfectly. It was thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of years in the past, and yet I had seen it perfectly in the god’s mind.

As I pictured the memory, my time core activated, and energy rushed through me. I harnessed the energy, pushing it toward forming a portal. To my shock, I felt something respond. A tear in time and space began to open in front of me. The block that had stopped me from traveling off this world was completely nonexistent to a portal that could travel through time itself. The god must not have ever imagined such a thing was possible—I hadn’t until desperation and demand had pushed me so far.

I opened my eyes and saw a golden, shimmering portal in front of me. Arrow cocked his head, staring in surprise at the portal. Through the opening, I could see the god kneeling in prayer. I held my breath, afraid he would see me and strike me down, but he continued to kneel in silent prayer.

I stood slowly, holding the portal open with all the remaining energy of my time core. Arrow crouched with me. I looked to him and placed my hand on his shoulder, and together, we stepped through the portal. 
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As Arrow and I stepped through the portal, his vast bulk pushing me to the side as we appeared, the man in front of us finally reacted. He turned and gasped at the sight of us and the fading portal behind us. He tried to say something, but before he could, Arrow lunged forward and bit his head off completely.

I watched, shocked at the speed of my companion and how easily the man or possibly god had died. Arrow ignored me, swallowing the man’s head like he was a snake. I watched as he tilted his head upward and jerked up and down until the head passed through his throat and into his stomach.

“Really?” I yelled at Arrow. “After all that? You just eat his fucking head? C’mon!”

Arrow cocked his head and gave me the stink eye in response.

“Well, yeah, I didn’t know what he would do at the sight of us, so it is good you killed him. I was just expecting some kind of epic fight or something. Not . . . that.”

Arrow harrumphed—literally harrumphed at me—and turned away in satisfaction.

I looked around at the church we found ourselves in, sidestepping the corpse in front of us as it began to leak blood all over the floor. Stained-glass windows surrounded us, casting the church in beautiful colors. Art covered the walls, and mosaics were everywhere on the stone floor. It was a beautiful and expensive-looking church.

I stepped further back from the corpse and Arrow looked down at the body, the cock of his head telling me he wanted to know if he could eat the rest of it.

“Well, damn,” I said. “You might as well at this point!”

He let out a soft cry of happiness and began picking at the corpse, his massive beak ripping into the body with ease. I had to turn and look away to spare my stomach. I had a lot of negative feelings about the god and therefore this body in front of me, but the sight of Arrow eating his first taste of meat in over half a year was too much, even for me.

I wandered the church, examining the images. I didn’t recognize any of the artwork or imagery, which wasn’t a surprise. There seemed to be a pantheon of gods, even in this world where the gods came from. The man in front of us was clearly a priest; he was dressed in a robe identical to those worn by many of the worshippers in the artwork around me. One of the gods—the highest placed, if I was judging correctly—had golden wings and looked much like what this man had become in my time. Had he grown powerful enough to become the god that he once worshipped?

The church had two large wooden doors that opened easily. Outside, I found myself on top of a small mountain. The sounds of Arrow eating thankfully faded as I explored the church. I could see that we were in some kind of monastery set on the top of the mountain. Outbuildings surrounded the church, but I saw no other priests. In fact, the buildings looked run-down as if nobody had lived here in many years. Was the man I had just killed the last worshiper of this pantheon of gods? A lone holdout praying for guidance and who would eventually grow to become the god that his world had abandoned? It was an interesting thought.

The monastery had no walls, so I approached the edge of a cliff that looked out over the area around the mountain. Below, I could see a winding dirt road that led down to the village at the base of the mountain. In the distance, I saw villages dotting the land here and there. Trees, hills, grass, and even a few mountains in the distance stretched as far as my eyes could see. It was . . . beautiful. The sun shone above me, and the wind was clean and pure. It was the first time in a long time that I had breathed easily and felt pure sunlight on my face.

I breathed deeply, enjoying the sensations of a living world around me. I lost myself in pleasure at the feeling of life once again.

Some time later, I heard Arrow calling out to me, and through our link, I felt him urging me to come back inside. I turned from the sight of the healthy world around me and reentered the church.

Arrow had finished his meal, the body of the man completely gone—including the clothing.

“Hungry boy, weren’t you?” I said to Arrow. He ignored me and gestured downward with his beak to draw my attention to something in front of where the man had been kneeling.

I walked over, stepping around the puddle of blood, and saw that the body had been slumped over and had covered a small, ornate dish. Inside the dish was an orb. It glowed much like a dungeon core.

“Interesting.” I bent over and examined the core. “Is this why this memory stood out to the god so powerfully? Was this something he was about to consume? His first step toward godhood, perhaps?”

Arrow wasn’t interested in my questions. Happy that he had pointed out something mysterious for me to deal with, he walked past me and out the front doors of the church. I picked up the orb, feeling it with my senses.

Now that I wasn’t trapped in a world full of poisoned energy, my senses felt magnified a thousand-fold. I hadn’t noticed it before, but either my time on that world or eating nothing but that magical fruit for so long had changed me significantly. My energy felt purer than it had before, and I could immediately sense that this orb was full of a different type of energy—one I had never encountered before.

I felt that I could absorb this power easily. The orb wanted to be consumed. If this was what had started the man onto the path of becoming a god, should I absorb it instead? Could I handle it?

I reached out, opening myself to the orb. I had to try. If I was going to protect my world, I had to seize every opportunity to gain more power.

As I started to absorb the orb, I could immediately feel that this orb was like nothing I had ever encountered before. This was no dungeon core. This was no magical item or artifact. It was a divine core. It was full of a new type of energy—divine power. It sang as it entered my body, yet it burned as well. It scoured through me, but my body absorbed the pain without collapsing because the pain was identical to the pain I experienced after eating the fruit. My body was primed and ready to accept this exact kind of energy because the fruit I had stolen was made from the same thing.

As the energy rushed into me like a cascading river, I could tell that without the fruit, my body would have been torn to pieces. But instead, now the energy was coursing into me. Filling me with power. It was like I had eaten a million pieces of the fruit. I felt my cores swell, my time core quickly growing as large as my original core and surpassing the largest it had ever been in minutes. My normal core grew and grew, becoming more powerful and larger than I ever imagined it could become.

As I absorbed the orb, the knowledge of divinity entered me. I saw the formation of the god that had originally contained this core. It was the golden-winged god depicted around me. He was formed slowly from the worship of thousands—millions, even—over millennia. The energy of their prayers coalesced into him. He became real and gained a personality, taking on the traits of his worshippers.

They were a warlike people and the god led them in battle, defeating their foes easily with his power. He inspired clerics and priests, giving them holy power in return for their prayers. He founded monasteries and churches in every land they conquered, every worshiper fueling his power. His people grew to dominate the world around them, unequal to everyone and everything they encountered.

Until, one day, they found an enemy they couldn’t conquer. Another god-blessed people. This one was even better at war, a god who grew through blood and sacrifice. The war lasted for hundreds of years until finally settling into a stalemate as more and more gods rose to power and began to claim their own territories.

Slowly, over thousands of years, the gods began to fade into the background as societies stabilized and became less reliant on their gods for power. Personal energy, much like I had learned back home, began to empower people, and they turned away from the cruel, whimsical, and often backward gods that had originally powered this world. Faith declined.

The priest who became a god in my time was one of the last worshippers of the golden-winged god left in this world. He had grown bitter over the god’s weakness and had performed a rare and powerful ritual to summon the god to this remote monastery. When the god appeared, the man killed the weakened god and claimed his core for himself. He planned to make himself a god, to bring back a world of faith and destruction, and to compel people to worship like in the old days, but this time, they would worship him. He had an alliance of other priests and even nonbelievers who planned to usurp the old gods and proclaim themselves the new gods of this world. And they would not let the world grow weak, like this one had done, by becoming peaceful and safe.

The man was about to absorb this core when I appeared.

As the life of the divine core entered me, I felt the energy of the core finally begin to dissipate in my hand. I had absorbed the entirety of the god’s power. I opened my eyes, realizing a significant amount of time had passed. It was now night, and I was alone in the church.

I stood shakily and went outside, finding Arrow curled up in front of the door, sleeping. I wearily lay down next to him, leaning against his broad side as he slept. His warm feathers and the comforting smell of his body engulfed me, soothing my mind and soul.

I felt inside myself, feeling that my two cores had grown so powerful I barely recognized them anymore. Now my cores were like oceans, whereas they had been puddles before.

I flexed my core, creating illusions around me. Whereas before I could only make a limited number of copies of myself, I now filled the entire monastery with replica versions of myself. I made hundreds—thousands—of myself. I set them to do various tasks and they all carried them out with a modicum of self-awareness. I felt them moving around the monastery, cleaning, repairing, weeding, and doing other tasks to repair the place. It was as easy as breathing to create, empower, and have the illusions do the work for me. A heady sense of power overtook me. I could do . . . anything with this power.

I let my illusions finish cleaning the monastery, but before they could finish, I felt something approaching in the distance. I dismissed the illusions and stood up, waking Arrow with a push.

He immediately sensed what I sensed and stood up, ruffling his feathers as if preparing for a fight. The energy I sensed coming was powerful and felt similar to the energy I had just absorbed.

Arrow and I moved away from the church entrance so we could get a better view of what was approaching. I could see a being approaching through the air. It looked like a large beast, which appeared to be an Eastern-style dragon. It was long, sinuous, and thin, and it stretched for almost fifty feet or more as it undulated through the air. It had no visible wings but didn’t seem to have any problem flying. I couldn’t tell if the energy we were sensing was the beast itself or someone riding on it, but from here, I couldn’t see anyone on top of the dragon.

It approached quickly and landed in front of Arrow and me. It didn’t appear aggressive, but I could feel Arrow tense next to me, and I was prepared to summon my army of illusions again at any moment.

“Hmmmmm,” the dragon said in a man’s voice, dragging the sound out as it—he—inspected us.

Arrow and I waited in silence.

“A new divinity is born, I see,” the dragon said. His mouth wasn’t moving, but his voice was audible, not merely spoken into our heads. I wasn’t sure how that worked.

“Yes?” I said, finally responding.

“Yes,” the dragon agreed. “A new divinity. How strange. I do not recognize you and you are surrounded with a strange energy not from this world. Hmmmmmm.”

I didn’t like this creature knowing so much about me so quickly, but he didn’t seem immediately hostile.

“You have arisen at a dangerous time,” the dragon said after a pause, “and have played a dangerous game in claiming the divinity that you have absorbed. Do you know what you have done?”

I didn’t want to reveal too much about what I knew or didn’t know, but I also wanted some answers.

“No,” I finally responded. “I took this from someone else that was going to absorb it. He had wronged me and I exacted my revenge against him fairly.”

“Hmmm.” The dragon tilted his head to look closer at me. Arrow responded by raising his head aggressively, but I patted his shoulder to keep him calm. While my companion was massive for his breed, he was dwarfed by the large dragon in front of us.

“You have claimed the power of Ellecestial the Bold,” the dragon said. “His allies will come soon to claim their own revenge against you. We all sensed the power you have absorbed. I was first here to see a new divinity born, and I have sensed your power and your will.”

“Okay?” I said. “Thank you?”

“What is your name?” the dragon asked me.

“Umm,” I replied, hesitating. “Jake?”

“Jake?” the dragon responded, sounding surprised. “A . . . simple name, I suppose. Interesting.”

“I mean, yeah,” I said, a little offended. “I may not be named Ellecestial the Bold, but Jake is a fine enough name.”

“I mean no offense, Jake,” the dragon said. “It is a fine name.”

“Sure, I believe you. Can we move on already?”

“Right, sorry,” the dragon said, seemingly embarrassed that he had insulted my name. I was a bit peeved about the whole thing, but what was I supposed to do? Come up with some stupid divine-sounding name on the spot?

“You will be seen as one of the upstarts who seeks to dethrone us,” the dragon continued. “Although I sense you are not allied with them. Is that true?”

“If by upstarts you mean the people trying to kill you and steal your power to return the world to chaos,” I said, “then yeah. You could say I am opposed to them as well. I have seen what they do in the future and I want to stop it at all costs.”

“You have?” the dragon said, surprise in his voice. “The future, you say? How interesting . . .”

“Can you tell the other gods that are coming that I am not their enemy?”

“Oh no,” the dragon responded quickly. “They care little for the threat of the upstarts. They will seek your death to steal your power and because by killing Ellecestial the Bold you have robbed their faction of an ally. There is nothing you can do to stop their seeking of revenge.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well, okay then.”

“Having been the first witness to the birth of a new divinity,” the dragon said, his voice becoming deeper and more powerful, “I do stand in observation of your powers. I bestow upon you the two powers you have claimed already for yourself. You are named the God of Ephemeral Time.”

As soon as the dragon finished speaking, I felt something inside me react to his proclamation. My newly absorbed energy and my two cores resonated with his statement, seemingly gaining clarity and power when he named me the God of Ephemeral Time. I felt my energy as it crystallized into the concept behind the name. The concept was easy for me to understand because it really was something I had already mastered—the illusion of life and now the illusion of time itself. It was all ephemeral, transitory, illusionary. Time was as much of an illusion as light, sound, and sensation. The concepts solidified inside of me and I felt even more powerful in a focused and directed way.

“What did you just do to me?” I asked the dragon after I finished recovering.

“I just recognized the power you had already claimed. Once that power is spoken into reality, it crystallizes into its true form. You have a very interesting and unique divinity now, Jake. I am not sure I have ever seen such a combination. It may help you survive what is to come.”

“Uhh . . . thanks, I guess,” I said, confused by what was happening to me and the new world I had been thrust into so suddenly.

“I also sense something I have not felt in many years,” the dragon said, squinting and looking at me again as if he could see inside of me. “I sense you are actually gathering divine power, although in very small amounts. Not as much as true worshippers would give you, but still a large amount from many small sources. Do you have people back where you come from that you have saved? That look to you as a hero of some kind? People that owe you their life?”

I thought back to all the people I had just led from their dying world to my Earth. That was a pretty big population. And the people of Suburbia that I had saved. And the people of my town that might look to me as a leader. And the people of Ambrosia. I had started a trade system with them and helped them escape the trap they had been born into. It was actually a pretty significant number of people, when I thought about it.

“Maybe a few, yeah,” I said after a moment.

“More than a few, I sense,” the dragon said. “You will gain power from them. Slowly but steadily. Unlike many of us, who are continually losing our power, you may grow in strength. Like I said, you would be served best by having worshippers, but saving people or having them look to you as their hero still gives you a trickle of power. In large amounts, it can grow to be significant. That, combined with your unique divinity, may be enough to see you through.”

“Well,” I said, patting Arrow, “I appreciate you telling me all this. You didn’t have to be so forthright about all this.”

“Of course,” the dragon said, “and if you do thrive, think kindly upon me next time we meet. My name is Loong, the God of Knowledge. I make a habit of studying my peers, and you are a fascinating new addition. I am glad I could be the first to greet you.”

“Oh,” I said. “I think I have a book from you. A book about the origin story of the modern gods that I knew in my time.”

“Hmmm,” the dragon responded, his eyes lidded. “Very interesting. I had started such a work in hopes that if the new upstarts succeed, we may have some documentation of who they were before they stole our divinity. It is a bad sign that you know nothing of us and that my work was completed . . .”

“Well,” I told Loong, “I have a vested interest in stopping these new gods as well, for what they have done to my world and countless others where I am from. I will do what I can to assist you and maybe that will be enough to change things.”

Loong looked over to the church where I had killed the man who would become the god that trapped me on the dead Earth.

“You have already changed something significant,” Loong said, “so I will have hope that what you say is true. Now I must leave you. The allies of Ellecestial are coming. Take care, Jake, God of Ephemeral Time.”

When he said the title he had given me, a shudder passed through me. I pushed it to the side and waved goodbye to the dragon as he took to the sky.

“Goodbye, Loong, God of Knowledge.”

Loong dipped his head in farewell and then quickly flew away. I moved to the edge of the mountaintop, where I sensed three new energies approaching. Arrow walked with me and the two of us stood side by side, ready to greet what this world had in store for us. I survived my world when it was thrown into chaos. I survived Ambrosia, the corrupt city of the supposed gods. I had survived Tellus, the dying world, and a dead version of Earth. I could survive what this world had to throw at me as well, and I would track down the so-called gods that had destroyed my home and make them pay for what they had done.
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