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Chapter 1



The pain shooting through my head was more overwhelming than any headache I’d ever experienced before, it was like a bullet had been fired straight through my skull, or a firework had exploded inside my brain.



I opened my eyes, and I thought I was going to see the ceiling of a hospital room because with the pain I was feeling I couldn’t imagine anywhere else I’d want to be.



But I was greeted by the sight of a forest.



I remembered trees from before my headache started, but not these trees, and certainly not this many.



The last thing I remembered, I was in a clearing in a forest, and I’d set up my tent and gone for a walk to clear my head, but the forest I’d set up camp in was full of red spruce trees, and these trees definitely weren’t any kind of spruce I’d ever seen.



I’d never even seen these kinds of trees before, and I could only guess what they were based on my knowledge of nature I had from years of camping with my dad before he died. They were unnaturally tall, and the bark was a pale sort of grayish brown.



More and more of my memories from before I woke up with the killer headache came stampeding back to me as I stood up from the hard ground and dusted myself off.



That’s it, I went camping for the anniversary of my dad’s death like I always did to remember him, and I went to the same place I did every year. I knew that forest like the back of my hand, and this forest, without one shadow of a doubt, was not it.



The weather wasn’t so warm that I was sweating, but it was significantly hotter than the cold temperature of the Durham State Forest in Maine where I’d set up my tent.



The grass around me was luscious and healthy, and the trees, whatever kind they were, were covered in vibrant green leaves and blooming orange flowers.



From the looks of things, wherever I’d found myself was in the middle of spring, but the last thing I could remember, it was the beginning of autumn and the air was cold.



I couldn’t have been knocked out for that long, I would’ve died from hunger, dehydration, or cold long before autumn had even ended.



Nothing made sense.



I dove my hands into my pockets to search for my phone. It took my headache-plagued mind a second to remember which pocket it was in among the many of my cargo pants and coat, and I found a Bic lighter and some spare change first. Then my breathing steadied when I found my phone, but it quickened again when I saw it only had twenty percent battery left and no signal whatsoever.



So much for that as a helping hand. I tried to make a call anyway, but nothing happened. After one more attempt, I turned it off to save the battery, and I put it back in my pocket.



My right shoulder hurt like a bitch, so I figured I must have landed on my right side. I held out my elbow and circled my arm to try and stretch out some of the pain, and as I did so, I spotted a tattoo on my forearm that hadn’t been there before.



It was of some kind of symbol I couldn’t work out the meaning of, it was like a swirl, but there were also parts that had straight edges and corners. The only thing I could think that it might be was a type of tribal symbol, but it didn’t matter what it was, what mattered was who the hell inked it into my skin, and why.



I must’ve been the target of some kind of human trafficking attempt, and this mark was an indication of my worth, or the gang of criminals I now belonged to. It was the only reasonable explanation I could conjure up in my confused state.



Another explanation could’ve been that I’d gotten drunk, wandered off, and gotten a tattoo without remembering it, but I knew better than to lose my senses like that when out alone in the wilderness. If there was one thing I was an expert at, it was knowing how to handle myself when at the mercy of Mother Nature, and keeping my wits about me was the number one rule.



If I was in fact taken by some criminal gang, then they must have moved me far from where I’d been because from the looks of things I wasn’t even sure I was in the United States anymore.



There was no time to waste, and regardless of how I’d gotten there, my best chance was to keep moving.



As I walked, I kept a careful eye out for any movement among the trees around me.



There was only the movement of the breeze through the leaves to comment on, and the breeze was warm and welcome. The leaves rustled lightly in its breath, and the soft rustling sound reminded me of a sizzling fireplace. I was hoping I would be able to pick up the scent of the ocean, but the only thing that graced my nostrils was the sweet smell of flowers and dew on the grass.



Every direction of the forest looked the same, so I started walking in a random direction that looked good enough. Eventually, I almost tripped on a wooden chest that was partially buried in the ground.



The rusted latch was above the dirt and looked like it didn’t even need a key to open. It was a fairly small chest, about the size of a pug, and the wood was slightly rotten like it had been there a long while.



I skirted around the chest as I focused on heading forward and keeping my mind on the goal of getting the fuck out of there.



I wasn’t anywhere near home, and staying in an unknown forest wasn’t a good choice for survival. I needed to find civilization. Maybe then I could get to a phone and call somebody. Or at least arrange to rent a car or something to get myself home again.



I stepped around the chest and inspected the tattoo on my arm as I walked onward.



It didn’t look new at all, there wasn’t any dried blood or scabbing, and it didn’t sting when I touched it. The whole thing was completely healed as if it was a few months old. I couldn’t have been out for that long unless I was fed using an IV drip, but then I’d have a mark from the IV going into my veins, and there wasn’t anything new on my skin other than the tattoo and probably some bruising on my shoulder.



Besides, my body wasn’t weak like it would have been if I’d spent the last few months comatose for whatever reason. A feeding tube could keep a person alive, but people were always really weak when they finally woke up.



My headache began to fade after a while, but I’d get thirsty before much longer, and I hadn’t come across any water so far.



The surroundings had changed slightly, and instead of an army of trees everywhere I could see, there were a few bushes growing berries I’d never heard of, and the trees were sparser and allowed more of the sky to be visible.



The sun was setting in the distance, and I’d soon need to find somewhere safe to sleep for the night.



It was too big a risk to assume this place didn’t have nocturnal predators.



I was in the process of debating whether it would be wise to build a fire or not when there was a rustle from the bushes beside me. It wasn’t such a rustle that it might belong to something bigger than a toddler, but nevertheless, I wasn’t sure what country I was even in, so it could’ve been any animal in there, and small didn’t mean weak or passive.



I moved forward on quick and quiet feet so as not to alert the creature, but apparently, it wasn’t the movement behind me that I needed to worry about now.



A child jumped out from one of the bushes and thrust a crude dagger out at me.



He had the height and build of a child, but upon further inspection, his skin was wrinkled like an old man’s, and there was a gray-green sheen to it. His nose was unnaturally big, and although he had arms and legs like a person there was something inhuman about him that I couldn’t quite place.



He came up to about my knees, and a scrappy sack thing he used as clothing hung from his thin body. Poor guy must have been abandoned out here for a while.



“Hey there, buddy.” I leaned down closer to his eye level. “It’s okay, I won’t hurt you.”



The little boy snapped at me with a series of harsh words, but they were hard to make out, and at first, I assumed I’d misheard him.



I thought it might’ve just been the frightened, frantic mumbling of a child until he made the sounds again with conviction in his eyes. He sounded like an angry gremlin who’d been smoking for twenty-plus years.



“You’re safe with me,” I tried again. “My name is Cole, what’s yours?”



The boy took a few steps toward me and jabbed the dagger into the air between us.



He spurted out the series of incoherent syllables again, followed by a gruff word that sounded a little like “loot,” or “lute,” I couldn’t tell which without context clues.



I straightened up to my full height, and from the new angle I could see the pointed tips of his ears poking out of his messy mop of hair, or at least I thought it was hair until he pulled it off his head.



The boy was bald, and his ears weren’t where most people’s were, but instead started higher up the sides of his head and didn’t have any lobes.



In his free hand, he held out the furry bag that I’d thought was hair and glared at me with irritation in his eyes.



In a sudden flash, the words “
 Creature:
 Goblin Lvl 01,” appeared in block letters a few inches above his head.



Clearly, I was starting to go insane, and I rubbed my eyes to clear the madness away, but when I lowered my hands the words were still floating there.



A goblin? But they were just creatures from stories and games, they weren’t real.



“Did you see that?” I asked and gestured upward.



He spat more nonwords out at me with an increasing degree of anger and irritation, as if I was supposed to understand what he wanted.



He grew so annoyed I thought he was going to start jumping up and down like a toddler having a tantrum, that is until he looked above my head and confusion washed over his face.



“Eh?” he said with a lilting voice at the end, so I assumed it was a question of some sort.



I waved my hand over my head the way I would if there was a fly buzzing around above me but felt nothing there.



“What is it?” I asked despite the knowledge that I probably wouldn’t get an answer I could understand.



When it was clear I wasn’t going to start making sense to the apparent goblin, he dropped the confusion from his face, replaced it with the irritation that had been there, and thrust the bag toward me again.



He made an extra sharp, extra pissed-off noise, and then nodded at the open bag.



“I don’t have anything to give you.” I raised my hands to show that I wasn’t concealing anything. “And are you really a goblin?”



He tried once again to get me to put something in the bag.



“Do you know where any people are?” I ignored his attempt.



He grunted at the bag, and I ignored him again.



“Peeeooplllle,” I elongated the syllables with the hope he would understand it.



That must’ve been the last straw for him because after I said the word he threw his bag on the ground and started yelling out more harsh gibberish.



The situation so far had been so strange that it was safe to assume he was talking to himself in a whirl of insanity, but when the bushes ruffled all around me I was sadly proven incorrect in my assumptions.



Two by two, from behind and in front of me, more little pointy-eared creatures hopped out of the bushes until there must’ve been more than fifteen of them. They all carried those small but sharp-looking crude daggers, and an overwhelming sense of “Oh, shit, run” echoed through my head.



The words “
 Creature:
 Goblin Lvl 01” or “
 Creature:
 Goblin Lvl 02” hovered over each of their heads for a few seconds, and my brain refused to accept the information as reality.



I turned to go but there were more on the other side of me that blocked the way to my escape.



Shit, I was trapped.



They closed in on me with their knives held out and bloodlust in their red, bloodshot eyes. The closest one made a violent lunge at me, and before it could sink its weapon into my thigh I instinctively kicked my foot out and punted the thing as hard as I could.



Its short body sailed ten feet through the air, slammed against a tree trunk, then slid down and landed with a thump on the forest floor.



The rest of the goblins all came at me at once after that.



“Fuck!” I gasped as I was dogpiled by the freaky creatures.



They jumped onto me, and I tried my best to throw them off. A few fell away at the force of my movements, but others clung on for dear life. There was one on my arm that dug his nails and teeth into my skin, and the fear of getting goblin rabies drove me to fall to the ground and crush the fucker.



He let out a breathless “oof” sound and crawled out from under me to catch his breath and deal with the pain of his probably broken ribs, if goblins even had ribs.



When I was on the ground, I noticed a fallen tree branch near my head, and I managed to pull myself free enough to grab for it.



I moved my body to dodge the attempted stabs from the goblins, and when I had a firm grasp on the branch I swung it around and whacked the goblins away from me to give myself enough of a break to stand up.



A second later, they came at me again, and the first thing I thought was to imagine they were baseballs.



I raised the branch like a bat, and I hammered them away with it until they eventually began to predict my attacks and dodge the trajectory of the branch.



The fallen ones I’d already attacked slowly began to pick themselves up again, and with an opening in front of me, I didn’t need any more motivation to give in to my sense of “oh, shit, run” and sprinted as fast as my aching feet would let me.



My boots pounded against the ground, but the sound was nothing compared to the beating of my heart echoing in my ears.



I kept my breathing steady as best I could, and I looked around desperately for help or somewhere that I might lose the goblins, if that’s what they really were.



I felt as if I’d somehow gotten lost in Narnia. If only I could find whatever wardrobe I’d crawled through to get here and use it to get the hell out.



I didn’t want to risk looking back, but somehow, either through shortcuts or impressive speed from those tiny legs, the goblins remained close on my tail.



My knees were close to giving in to the ache that pulsated through them when I came across a tree with a branch low enough for me to grab onto and yank myself up.



Without a moment to waste, I hauled my entire body up, ignored the pain in my aching shoulder, and caught my breath while I could.



The goblins caught up to me and crowded at the bottom of the tree directly underneath me.



They weren’t tall enough to reach me where I was, and they made several failed attempts to jab their daggers at me. Eventually, they stopped the jabbing, and the first goblin I’d seen, the one I’d punted, came forward.



He screamed something up at me, but of course, I couldn’t make out what he was trying to say.



“Leave me alone!” I yelled back. “You guys go your way, and I’ll go mine… whichever way that is.”



Panic started to ebb into my mind, but I couldn’t worry about where I was going to go next until these freaky things weren’t trying to gut me like a fish.



The main goblin screamed again, then turned to his crowd of followers, and they huddled together like a football team discussing game strategy. Occasionally one of them would look back up at me, then mumble something new to the gang.



What were my options, die from hunger, or let myself be slashed to pieces by tiny, angry, green creatures?



Neither sounded appealing.



There had to be a third option, one where the outcome hopefully wasn’t any genre of death. I was thinking harder than I ever had before, but my critical thinking was halted when the goblins detached from their huddle and rushed over to the bottom of the tree.



The next thing I knew, the goblins were forming some kind of cheerleading-style pyramid to reach me.



Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit, why was everything so much more threatening when it came in a horde?



“Fuck,” I gasped out loud. “Even squirrels would be terrifying en masse.”



Just then, as the last bit of sound left my lips, a section of the air next to me began to turn impossibly opaque.



What was clear a heartbeat before was now a circle of swirling black and green, and it had a texture to it that made it appear as if it was twisting in on itself. I stretched my neck back to see how far it went behind, but the thing was somehow two-dimensional.



What the hell? It looks like a goddamn Looney Tunes black hole.



The goblins started to screech with abject terror, and their fear trickled through my brain, too.



I couldn’t see how anything at all could come out of that black swirl, but then something that I was oddly comforted to see dropped out and landed on the top goblin’s head.



It was an American Gray Squirrel, and I had clearly lost my ever-loving mind.



But the goblins continued to shriek like they were swimming and someone had just yelled shark, and the whole structure they’d formed collapsed.



The goblins at the top fell down and squashed the goblins beneath them. The squirrel got lost somewhere in the madness, and the goblins calmed themselves and got to their feet.



They must have thought the squirrel had run off somewhere.



They were gathering their daggers and working out whose was whose until one of them shrieked again and fainted.



The squirrel had snuck up under his too-big clothing, and it was now sitting on the goblin’s chest as he laid motionless on the ground.



The other goblins screeched and started to lunge for my tree again, and adrenaline crashed into my bloodstream like Niagra Falls.



Then, like a meteor shower raining down on Earth, more squirrels burst from the portal and landed on the goblins’ heads.



The gray-green creatures screamed and freaked the fuck out at the tiny fuzzy-tailed animals as I watched on in utter confusion.



The goblins were panicking so much that they tried to run away and only ended up running into each other, or a tree, or falling over and slamming against the ground. If anyone was nearby and overheard what was going on, they would undoubtedly have assumed there was a serial killer on a rampage.



Meanwhile, about twenty squirrels were darting around the goblins’ heads, chomping on their pointy ears, and scratching at their gray-green faces with their tiny, fingered paws.



And I was lost in a hurricane of confusion.



“What the fuck is happening!” I shouted as I took in the sight below me.



The goblins were so petrified by the rampaging squirrels, I didn’t need to worry about them coming after me anymore. It gave me the perfect opportunity to hop down and start returning them the trouble they’d caused me.



My feet pounded against the ground as I landed, and I quickly began to seek out the goblins that weren’t currently occupied by the squirrels. I spotted one about to make a run for it, and I grabbed him by the back of his poorly made, oversized tunic.



He yelped out a mixture of sounds I assumed were either obscene curses or pleas for mercy. His hands scrambled for the small dagger in his waistband, but before he could manage to get a grip on it, I let go of his tunic and dropkicked him off into a faraway bush somewhere.



He screamed a cartoonish “noooooo” as he flew away, and if I wasn’t apparently fighting for my life against made-up creatures, then I might have laughed.



Another goblin must’ve watched what I’d done to their friend, or gang member, whatever goblins considered each other, and leaped onto my back and wrapped their arms around my neck.



They pulled hard in what had to be an attempt to choke me out, and I stumbled back as terror flooded my mind.



After a few seconds, I realized he wasn’t so strong that I couldn’t breathe, but it certainly took me off guard.



He snickered into my ear as if he’d already won, but that snickering soon melted into a nervous gulp as I latched my hands around his head and tore him away from my body. I threw him over my head, and he landed a few feet in front of me. His body skidded against the forest floor, and it took a lot of effort for him to stand up again.



Once he was on his feet, he instantly looked around to find me, and when he did he stared me dead in the eyes with his hand on where his weapon should have been. It must have fallen out at some point, and he ducked into the surrounding scuffle before he could lose against me again.



I went after another goblin that was close, and I stopped him from attempting to pull off one of the squirrels’ tails. I kicked him over, and then when he was on the ground, the assaulted squirrel climbed on his face and bit an ugly mark into its already crooked nose.



“Eeeehh!” the goblin screamed in pain and thrashed around, but the squirrel didn’t release its jaws from the flesh.



After a moment of crying out, the goblin grabbed for the squirrel.



The pain must have made him woozy and disoriented because he missed the first time, and before he could try again I stood on his wrist.



Eventually, the squirrel released the goblin’s nose back to him, but not without keeping a hunk of flesh as a trophy, and stuffed the flabby flap of skin deep down its throat.



The sight was a bit nauseating.



The squirrel hopped away to cause more chaos to another enemy, and the goblin didn’t blink twice before scrambling away at top speed.



I managed to kick another goblin into oblivion as the insane squirrels rampaged, and soon enough, the goblins had collected themselves enough to run away successfully. Then, all that was left was me and a fuckload of squirrels.



The black-and-green portal was gone, and the squirrels had gathered themselves into a neat line in front of me.



They stared at me with a palpable curiosity in their eyes, like a baby seeing a bunch of colors for the first time or a dog sniffing a new scent.



One pranced out from behind me and joined the end of the line.



That’s when I noticed the goblin who’d fainted at the squirrel crawling up his shirt was still lying unconscious by the tree trunk.



I knelt down beside his small body and looked him over for any other damage. I was about to lift his head to check if he’d hurt himself when he fell, but he sat upright on his own and lunged at me with his dagger.



“Shit!” I gasped.



He came at me with two thrusts that missed before I grabbed his wrist, twisted it, and stuck his own dagger into his stomach.



Strange, blue blood seeped out of the wound and covered the handle of his dagger as I pulled my hand away. The life drained from the goblin’s eyes, and I stared in shock at the dead creature.



A tingling sensation danced on my skin where my new tattoo was.



It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, but it was one I’d never felt before. I ran my fingers over where the feeling originated from, and as I did, words like the ones above the goblin’s head appeared right in front of me.



They read, “
 Earth Summoner:
 Human Lvl 01,” and there was a bar that said “Lvl 01” hovering above it.



The bar was empty, and then it suddenly filled in a quarter of the way. I changed the direction I was looking in but the words in the air remained in my vision wherever I looked.



I looked down a little, and underneath the bar, there was a section that read “Weapons” but the space after it was blank, and there was also an “Armor” tab but the space following that was empty, too.



The crude dagger was still poking out of the dead goblin, so I grabbed it by the hilt and pulled it from the lifeless body. More deep blue blood poured from the wound.



As I firmly grasped the hilt, there was another small tingling on my tattoo, and then the weapons section of the words in the air changed to read
 Basic Dagger
 .



It made absolutely zero sense, but all I could think about were the stat bars on all my favorite video games. It was impossible, but it was the only thing that made sense.



Putting that fact about my situation together made me feel a whole lot better, even if it sounded insane, but I still needed to make a camp for the night, so I couldn’t celebrate just yet.



The squirrels had just stood there and watched as I’d killed the goblin, and they continued to stare at me as I picked myself up and wandered off in a different direction than the one the remaining goblins had retreated off to.



The soft patter of tiny footsteps and the chittering of little voices came from behind me, and I swung around with the expectation of coming face to face with the horde of goblins again, but this time there were no goblins at all.



It was a much smaller, cuter horde.



The squirrels had followed me instead of running deeper into the forest and making their homes in the trees. They looked up at me, almost as if they were waiting for a command, but what kind of command was I supposed to give to a bunch of squirrels?



“Go away,” I said and made a shooing motion with my hands.



But they just stared at me, and one chittered adorably before it rubbed its tiny hands all over its face.



My eyebrows knitted together as I turned away and started walking again. I ignored them and continued looking for the things I’d need for a camp: dry wood, a covered space, maybe something soft to lay on.



But every time I looked back, the squirrels were still there.



I came across a patch of grass between the trees that was fully covered by the canopies merging together, so there was less chance of rain getting through. There were also a lot of dry sticks around, so I began to pick them up.



When there were four sticks in my collection, I turned to check on the squirrels again, and they were gathering smaller sticks and leaving them in a pile behind me. I was grateful for the help, but the whole situation was beginning to freak me out a little.



Why were they helping me, did they want something from me?



I gave them a wary look before I went back to collecting my own sticks, and I hoped they would go away by the time I’d gathered enough, but their squeaking and stick-collecting didn’t stop, and then all at once, I just snapped.



“Fuck off,” I said. “Thank you for your help, I appreciate it immensely, but this shit is insane enough on its own, and I am not the Pied fucking Piper, okay?”



A few seconds went by as they all stared at me curiously, and I began to think they might never leave, but then the swirling black-and-green portal opened up again to the left of the squirrels, and they hopped back inside as if it was the most normal thing in the world.



I took a step closer to the portal, but it closed with the entrance of the final squirrel before I could get near it.



And just like that, I was alone in the forest again.



I took a moment to think about the squirrels, the portal, and the stats screen, and I wondered if the Earth part of what seemed to be my character class meant I could summon creatures from Earth, rather than summoning “earth” as in “dirt.”



My heart skipped a beat.



If that was true, then it also had to mean I wasn’t on Earth right now. Which definitely tracked with the whole insane forest and fucking goblins thing.



How was I supposed to get back home when I was on the wrong fucking planet?



Was it even a planet? Or what if it was Earth, but I’d stepped into some parallel dimension where Earth was a real-life D&D campaign?



Hyperventilating and having a panic attack wouldn’t help me, so I took a deep breath and focused on gathering some tinder and sparking the fire into life. My lighter was dangerously low on butane, but I had a fire for now at least.



I couldn’t be sure how much the temperature might drop, so I had to be prepared for anything.



I brushed away small twigs and leaves from an area of the grass near the fire, and laid down on it. The ground wasn’t a pleasant bed by any means, but it sure beat wandering around in the dark all night until I passed out from exhaustion.



That thought reminded me that I would need food at some point, and I was fortunate that I hadn’t had a growl of hunger from my stomach already.



There was the issue of knowing what foods were safe to eat in this world, and that would become my main issue if I didn’t figure it out soon.



On Earth, I wouldn’t have had a problem with finding food because I’d been learning about nature and wildlife since I could talk. I knew how to tell if a berry was poisonous or not, and I could kill and skin an animal if I needed to, but I had nothing to use other than my wits and the dagger I’d taken if more creatures like those goblins found me.



My eyes drifted closed, and I was in the realm between being asleep and awake when a roar of laughter made me shoot upright and grab the dagger I’d tucked into my belt.



There was no one in sight, but more laughter came through a thick growth of bushes and trees.



As quietly as I could, I crept over to the bushes, and pushed through until I could peer past the leaves at a group of men pushing a wagon piled with dead creatures that were similar in shape to rabbits, but had no eyes, and their back feet weren’t as long.



“Good haul today, lads,” the biggest man of the group declared in a jolly voice.



“Worthy of a few drinks at the tavern, I’d say,” one of the other men replied.



It was so dark now, I couldn’t make out much about their appearances, but from the little I could see, they appeared to be humans, although I had the same assumption about the goblin at first. I looked a little harder, and the floating words appeared above their heads. They were in fact human, but their species name wasn’t accompanied by any words like summoner, instead, it was blank.



They were all Lvl 01, and when they were enough of a distance away that they wouldn’t notice me following them, I pushed out of the bushes and tiptoed behind them.



If they were going to a tavern, that meant there must be some kind of village nearby, and a village meant more people who may be able to help me piece together everything that had happened to me. Maybe even a little of the why.



Besides, a tavern would have food.



Not one stick snapped under my feet as I followed the men and their wagon. They bantered pretty much the whole journey, and I became so engrossed in what they were saying I almost joined in with the conversation multiple times but stopped myself before any sound left my mouth.



They mentioned something about a drunk knight, something about a farm, and something about prostitutes, the last bringing more laughter out of the men.



It was clear that not only was I on another planet, or in some other universe, but I was somewhere that was at least in part similar to Earth’s medieval eras.



History was an interest of mine, and I prayed my knowledge about it would be enough for me to navigate this world because I didn’t feel like sticking to forests the entire time I was trapped here.



The forest dissipated, and I waited at the edge as the men pushed their wagon over a short spread of open grass and to the beginnings of the village they spoke of. The buildings were certainly smaller than the world I was from and were built from wood beams, not brick or concrete. The sky was black and starry, but torches lit up the streets with a soft light.



“Holy shit,” I breathed.



When the men were out of sight and getting on with whatever business they had to take care of, I finally exited the forest and made my way into the village.



There were more people out than I would’ve expected at that time of night, and I wondered if people in this world stayed up later as a norm, like how people in Spain ate dinner really late.



I couldn’t see any building that looked like it could be considered a tavern, but to my left, there was a building with the word “bakery” carved into a sign above the closed door.



At least I knew there was still food in this world that was similar to Earth’s food, now the issue was finding money to get the food, if money was even a thing here.



My plan had been to enter the village quietly and slip around unnoticed until I met someone who looked wise and might know what the fuck happened to me, but that is not how things played out.



“What are you wearing?” a woman who was leaning against the side of a building called.



I wasn’t wearing anything particularly outlandish, just a plain t-shirt, a puffy winter coat, fleece-lined cargo pants that were a bit too warm for this climate, and a pair of well-worn hiking boots, but compared to the medieval peasant clothes everyone else was wearing, I stuck out like a sore thumb.



“Must be from the city,” a man leaning against the same wall a few yards from the woman said. “They always got strange fashions up there. Saw someone once wearing their shoes as gloves.”



“Do you know where we are?” I asked and stepped closer to the woman and man.



“He’s a summoner,” the woman said, and she gestured above my head.



“We don’t get many of your kind around here,” the man added.



“What’s Earth?” the woman asked.



Well, these people didn’t have any answers for me.



I didn’t waste time answering their questions and instead checked out some more of the village. Everyone I passed either glanced at me, or full-on stared, but they looked at me with curiosity thankfully, and not aggression.



“Isn’t that a goblin dagger?” a voice whispered behind me.



“I think so,” another whispered back. “I saw one in the forest using one.”



A few yards ahead, there was a building with its door open, and the outside was swarming with women.



Everyone who left or entered the building smiled with joy, so it was as good a bet as any to think this was the tavern the men were speaking of. Someone being drunk and loose-lipped might’ve just been what it took for someone to give me a straight answer, so I smiled at the nice ladies out front and entered through the door.



Inside the building was warm, and the lighting was low, but there wasn’t any stench of alcohol, or tables cluttered with glasses. Beyond the front door there was a long hallway was multiple doors on either side.



I reached my hand out to grab one of the door handles when a woman appeared out of nowhere and grabbed my arm in a friendly manner.



“Right this way.” She smiled widely at me.



I followed her until I glanced through one of the ajar doors to my right, and unfortunately received an eyeful of two people fucking on the floor of the room.



“Ooooh, nooo,” I uttered.



I retrieved my arm from the woman’s hold and made my way back down the hallway and to the door.



“Thank you for the opportunity,” I said as politely as I could. “But I’ve just remembered that I… I have to go and make dinner.”



Before she could contest my shitty excuse, I closed the front door and marched away from the brothel as inconspicuously as I could.



“First time?” a man who saw me leaving asked and winked at me.



I ignored him and slowed my pace to a more casual one as I continued down the street in search of answers, or free food, either would’ve been appreciated.



I tried not to talk to any more people until I could be sure they weren’t going to simply ogle me for being dressed differently from them, but people wouldn’t leave me alone.



“What’s that thing made of?” someone asked in reference to my coat.



The stats above his head read “
 Archivist:
 Human Lvl 02, but I was so focused on getting him to leave me alone that I didn’t think too much about what that might mean.



“Polyester, I think,” I answered.



“What’s that?” he returned.



I wasn’t about to explain synthetic fabrics to a stranger from another planet so I ignored his question and kept walking, but he followed me anyway.



“You sound different,” he said.



“I’m not from around here,” I said to him.



“I’ve never heard an accent like yours, and I’ve been quite far. Where are you from?” He wouldn’t leave me alone.



“Do you know where the tavern is?” I asked in a desperate attempt to turn the subject away from questions I couldn’t answer.



“It’s right at the far side of the village.” He pointed. “Almost happy hour as well, so you’re in luck.”



I was about to thank him for the information when the words were ripped from my mouth as he ran off ahead.



He shouted over his shoulder. “Last one there pays for both!”



Normally, I wouldn’t entertain a trick to get a free drink like that, but who knew how seriously they took these things in this world, and I didn’t want to be stuck in a sticky situation because I couldn’t afford two drinks.



Hell, I couldn’t even afford one drop.



I gathered all the energy I had left and dashed forward after the skinny man. The cobblestones under my feet were a new sensation to run on, and the pressure of my footfalls on them sent shockwaves up my legs, but I kept going.



The tavern was up ahead, I could tell by the sign hung by the door, and the unmistakable sound of drunk people’s singing radiating out onto the street. There were also a few children playing nearby the building, so I was reasonably sure it wasn’t another brothel.



Before I knew it, I was at the building and panted as I waited a few seconds for the other dude to catch up. A thought occurred to me, and I brought up my stats screen in my vision to see if there was any kind of stamina stat. There was, and mine was Lvl 01, almost two now. I watched as the bar beneath the word “stamina” grew until I steadied my breathing, and it finally stopped.



I got rid of the stats screen from my vision by pure will and instinct this time, and a part of me was proud I was getting the hang of the whole thing.



“You’re fast as a…” the man panted.



“A cheetah?” I finished the simile for him.



“What’s that?” he asked.



Maybe I should’ve refrained from speaking about things until I knew they existed in this world, too.



“Never mind,” I said.



The outside of the tavern was worn and looked like it had seen better days, but that didn’t stop the people flooding in and out of it from laughing and having the time of their lives.



“Thatched roofs,” I thought out loud as I looked upon the building. “Do you guys have the plague, too?”



“Plague…” my competitor pondered aloud. “I like the sound of that. I needed to think of a name for my newborn. Thanks.”



Sorry kid. I was about to tell him that Plague probably wasn’t something he should call his son or daughter but then decided what they didn’t know couldn’t hurt them.



“I’m Jacob, by the way.” He held out his hand for me to shake. “I work in the archive if you ever fancy stopping by.”



“I’m Cole,” I returned the handshake. “The archive?”



“Yeah, not that there’s much of a point in this village having one,” he said. “No one here is interested in knowing anything about the rest of Morseen. They’d rather spend every day working in the daylight, before coming here for a drink when it’s dark out, but can you blame them?”



From the context of what he said I figured that Morseen was either the name of the world I was in, or at least the name of the district or area of the world. Either way, it gave me more of an insight into my situation than I had before, and the presence of an archive in the village was an even better promise of knowledge.



“Shall we?” Jacob gestured to the door.



We scooted past a drunk man who was stumbling out the door and went into the warmth of the tavern. The inside was dark, but with torchlight and candles as their only light source, I supposed there wasn’t much choice, and the building was made of wood so it’s not like they could’ve filled the place to the brim with torches.



There were wooden tables and chairs spread around the room, and some of the chairs were barrels or buckets, but the people sitting on them didn’t seem to mind. A long bar stretched out at the back of the room, and behind it, there were two doors.



“I’ll go get the drinks; you go find a seat for us.” Jacob ran off into the crowd toward the bar.



Alone again, I scanned the inside of the tavern for any free tables, along with any signs of someone who looked like they had a wiseness about this world.



It was rarely a good idea to judge a book by its cover, but I had nothing to go off of other than the stereotype that someone old might know a lot more than Jacob, who I assumed was in his late twenties like me.



There were many old people, some even with long philosopher-looking beards that gave me hope they might have answers for me, but they were all deep in jovial conversation with other people.



I spotted a free table with two chairs and headed over before anyone else took it. I was only there for a moment or so when a woman with shiny brown hair in a shag cut approached me.



Her eyes were big and kind, like a puppy’s, and her skin was pale but not in a sickly way, more in a porcelain doll way. Her outfit consisted of a loose white dress that fell off her shoulders, accompanied by a brown leather belt, a bodice thing at her waist, and boots of the same material that went up to just below her knees. Her stats read “
 Barmaid:
 Human Lvl 01” but the bar beneath indicated she was very close to Lvl 02.



“Would you care for a drink, sir?” she asked in a light and sweet voice.



“My friend has just gone to order some from the bar,” I said. “But thank you.”



Her brow furrowed a little as her eyes wandered to the space above my head.



“You’re a summoner?” she asked, although it was clear she could see it written in my stats.



“I guess,” I said and decided not to mention the squirrels. “People on the street kept commenting on it, I’m surprised no one in here has said anything until now.”



“They’re all so drunk they wouldn’t notice if your skill class said ‘wife fucker.’” She smirked. “So where are you from anyway? Because it’s definitely not from Larkworth.”



“Is that the name of this village?” I asked.



“Good old Larkworth,” she said. “The village where people only ever come by accident, and get so comfortable that they rarely leave.”



“Not much excitement here?” I asked, which took me by surprise because I didn’t think I was looking for excitement in the first place.



“Not unless you count the Sunday market,” she said. “So no, none in the village anyway.”



Jacob came to join me at the table with two mugs of what smelled like very strong beer.



“One ale for you, and one for me.” He put the mugs down on the table and then took a seat. “Hello, Kate, good to see you.”



“Hey, Jacob,” Kate said. “I’ve just been speaking to your new friend here.”



“This is Cole, he’s a summoner,” Jacob said.



“I saw,” Kate said. “But what does Earth summoning mean?”



“It’s… kind of hard to grasp,” I said in the hope they’d leave it at that.



“I may be a barmaid,” Kate said. “But I can understand more than you’d think.”



Her voice was laced with humor rather than offense, but before I could say anything in response to her, a man standing behind the bar called her name.



“Sorry to cut our introduction short, but my brother needs my help,” she said. “My shift ends at around midnight… if you’re around.”



“I probably will be,” I said because there was nowhere else for me to go.



Besides, she was gorgeous, and if I was going to be stuck in this world for a little while longer, then I might as well spend my time with a woman who looked like her.



Jacob leaned closer to me after Kate had left.



“That’s the owner of the tavern’s little sister,” he said. “Half the men in Larkworth swear they’re in love with her.”



“But she doesn’t entertain them?” I asked.



“She spends pretty much all her time helping her brother out with this place,” he said. “She claims she doesn’t have time for anything else. So don’t tell anyone she asked you to meet up after her shift. You might cause a jealousy-fueled riot.”



“Noted,” I said, and I took a swig of the ale.



The flavor was similar to beer, but there were a few somewhat fruity notes among the bitterness. It was pleasant and enjoyable, but considering I hadn’t eaten anything in who knew how long, it probably wasn’t a good idea to drink the whole thing.



“Do you know where I can get some food around here?” I asked Jacob, who was now halfway through his own ale.



He pulled the jug away from his lips and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.



“I think they sell peanuts at the bar,” he said. “But whatever inn you’re staying at will probably have a meal included in the room price.”



I nodded but didn’t say anything, and I took another swig of my drink.



“You do have a room for the night. Don’t you?” he asked.



“I didn’t really plan my visit here in detail,” I said. “It was a sort of spur-of-the-moment thing.”



“I’d offer you a place at my house,” Jacob said. “But my wife’s just had our fifth kid and we don’t have much room to spare.”



Five kids in his twenties? Fucking hell, this place really was like the medieval times.



“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m not planning on staying too long anyway.”



One of the old men with a long Greek-philosopher beard stumbled away from his group and started to make his way to the bar. He was just another Villager class human, but he was a Lvl 04, and regardless of that he had a wise look about him.



“I’ll be back in one sec,” I said to Jacob, and I got up to follow the man who I hoped would have some answers for me.



I cornered him at the bar and opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Where the fuck did I start?



“A summoner I see,” he slurred. “I used to be good friends with a summoner.”



“An Earth one?” I asked with a sliver of eagerness in my voice.



“I don’t know what that is,” he said. “He was a weather summoner and an asshole at that. Loved making it rain on people’s parades, literally.”



“Do you know any cases of summoners being… where they shouldn’t be?” I tried to be subtle.



“Like false incarceration?” he asked.



His old eyes were dull, and his face was slack from the alcohol.



“No, like…” I spoke in a quiet voice. “Like they’re here, in Morseen, but they’re from… somewhere else.”



The man was silent, as if he was turning it all around in his head and digesting the information, but just when I thought he was about to shed some light on all my problems, he burst out laughing.



“What the fuck are you talking about?” he cackled. “Hey guys, this guy thinks he’s from another world.”



The tavern erupted in laughter.



“So stats above my head makes perfect sense but other worlds is ridiculous?” I asked.



“Do we have a problem here?” a voice slurred from behind me.



A man, dressed in armor that was so pristine it was clear it had never been used in a fight approached the bearded man and me.



“You’re new,” the armored man stated. “You best not be causing trouble.”



“No sir,” I said. “I was just asking some questions.”



“What kinds of questions?” he asked.



His stats said “
 Knight:
 Human Lvl 11,” but he didn’t look how I’d imagined a knight would look.



There was nothing honorable about his appearance at all, even the sword strapped at his hip looked too shiny to have ever been used.



His hair was greasy and unruly, and the smell of ale was stronger on his breath than it was on the bearded old man.



Nevertheless, he was the highest-level human I’d encountered so far, so asking him my questions was as good a chance as any.



“I just want to know how to get home, and how I got here,” I said. “No one else has come through here from Earth? Really?”



“Listen here, lad.” The knight put his hand on my shoulder. “I studied the map of Morseen until it was like the back of my hand before I was appointed as a knight, and there’s no land called Earth anywhere.”



“That’s what I’m saying,” I said. “Earth isn’t here. Earth is another world, another planet, where there aren’t such things as summoners or goblins.”



“Whoa, that’s enough of that,” the knight said. “You’ve clearly got a few screws loose, and your rambling about goblins is scaring the people.”



No one around me looked particularly scared. In fact, no one seemed to even be paying attention to the old bearded man, the drunken knight, or me.



“I am perfectly sane,” I said. “I just need some straight fucking answers before I actually do go insane.”



“Is that a threat?” the knight slurred as a belligerent frown spread across his red face.



He reached out to grab me, but I evaded his attempt.



He flushed an even deeper, angrier shade of red, and he made more mad attempts to grab at me.



It didn’t take much effort on my behalf to dodge him, but my luck ran out when four more men, all Lvl 06, flanked him. These men were also dressed in armor, but it was less ornate than the man who was obviously the leader, and they didn’t reek of ale as much as him.



“Shit,” I said.



“Put him in the cellar until morning,” the lead knight called to his soldiers.



They came at me with much more skill and sobriety than their leader, and I barely evaded their attempts at cornering me.



One of them was inches away from clutching my sleeve when there was a thunderous roar followed by a crash from outside the tavern.
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The knights all looked at each other, then released me and ran to the door, but before they reached it, there was another crash, and the doorway collapsed.



It didn’t look like it caused any structural damage to the tavern, but it was certainly enough to send a few pieces of splintered wood flying out over the heads of people standing nearby.



The knights were distracted, I could’ve used that time to escape, run away, and find a new village or city where someone might take me seriously, but Kate’s foot was wedged between the wall and one of the heavy tavern tables. It must have been shoved against her in everyone’s panic.



She pushed at it, but it was too heavy for her to move, and no one was even looking at her.



Everyone was screaming. I couldn’t see what had caused the damage to the doorway, but I could hear the loud roar again, but now that there was less of a barrier I could make out that the roar was more like an aggravated huff.



The knights climbed over the debris and left through what remained of the doorway, and I ran to Kate.



I hoisted the corner of the table and dragged it a few inches away to free her foot, and she wriggled out to freedom with a grateful smile on her face. I couldn’t see how swollen her ankle looked inside her boot, but when she tried to stand she couldn’t put all her weight on it so it was at least strained.



“Come here.” I took her arm and wrapped it around my shoulders. “Hold on.”



Together we hobbled to a chair at the back of the tavern, far away from the gash in the doorway and whatever was happening outside. Her other hand grabbed tightly onto my waist as I lowered her down onto the chair.



“Thank you,” she said.



“What happened?” I asked.



“I don’t know,” she said as she undid the laces of her boot. “This is the first time anything like this has ever happened here.”



Jacob ran over to us with a splintered chair leg in his hand.



“It’s a cen-centicore,” he stuttered. “I caught a glimpse of its stats through the doorway.”



“Have you seen my brother?” Kate asked.



“In the crowd somewhere,” he said. “Everyone’s running around like madmen, and the knights aren’t any use.”



“What’s a centicore?” I asked.



“I have to go to Anne and the kids,” Jacob said. “Try not to get killed.”



He climbed out over the broken pieces of wood and disappeared. I didn’t know what a centicore was, but no way was I about to let the only guy who’d tried to help me so far get torn to pieces by one out there.



“Will you be alright here?” I asked Kate, who nodded in response.



I hopped over the broken pieces of the doorway and ran into the street, where I looked around for Jacob.



There were scared people everywhere, and I couldn’t make out Jacob’s face among the panicked crowd, but what I could make out was the sight of the knights trying, and failing, to thrust their swords at a strange creature.



It wasn’t strictly an animal, but more like two molded into one, with the head of a boar and the body of a ram. The horns shooting up from its head and the tusks from its lower jaw were thick and sharp, and its tawny-colored hind legs were muscled enough to propel the creature forward with a dangerous force.



That’s how it attacked, by charging into things.



Above its horns, the stats read “
 Boss Creature:
 Centicore Lvl 13.”



The knights tried to get close to it, but every time they did, it would swing its head around and attack them with its horns, then when they backed off it would change up its attack.



The lead knight, the one who was much drunker than the rest, was unfortunately utilizing his liquid courage and stood in an open space in front of the beast.



“Come at me, monster!” he shouted. “You won’t be able to knock me down!”



“I don’t know about that, sir,” one of his troops said.



“Just watch and learn, Carl,” the knight said to his soldier. “You’re about to see how a real knight deals with a foul creature like this. It’s about time this village got some action.”



The centicore brushed its back foot across the cobblestones as it eyed up the knight. Its eyes were yellow and wild, and the beast had one goal as they stared down the man in shiny metal armor.



The beast set off at an impressive speed, and as it did, the fate of the knight flashed before my eyes. The beast’s tusks and horns might penetrate through his armor, and even if they didn’t, the blunt force of the collision would do him some serious damage. He’d been no help to me so far, in fact, he’d been the exact opposite of helpful, but I didn’t want to stand back and let him get gored.



This time, I knew what I had to do, and after a moment of focus, the black-and-green portal formed next to me again.



The people around me jumped back and gasped as the horde of squirrels leaped out of the portal and ran at the centicore without hesitation.



“What are those things?” people shrieked.



“He summoned furry demons!” someone else screamed.



The squirrels ran at the centicore, and I sprinted sideways at the knight to shove him out of the way and keep him from getting trampled.



The centicore was already committed to its course and had no chance of changing direction without stopping first. Its hooves scraped across the ground as it forced an abrupt stop upon itself, and as soon as its motion ceased my squirrels jumped on its back.



Some of them stayed on the ground to nip and scratch at its ankles, but the majority of them dug their little teeth into its hide.



The centicore screeched out in pain and did its best to buck off my squirrels.



Despite its best efforts, none of them flew off, and the next time it tried to rid them from its skin, two squirrels climbed up its neck and onto its head. They clung to the creature’s tusks and used their teeth to bite at its eyes.



The sight was a gruesome one, blood dripped down the creature’s face and onto the cobblestones. My squirrels, formerly cute wildlife animals, now looked like bloodthirsty vermin whose only desire was to tear apart whatever I wanted them to.



The thought was exhilarating, but I also knew that if they would follow my command no matter what, then I had to be very mindful about what commands I gave them.



I realized I was still on top of the knight and picked myself up. I held a hand out to him, but he scooted away from me.



“Don’t hurt me,” he whimpered. “Those things you summoned are evil.”



I cocked an eyebrow at him, but before I could respond, the noise of the fight drew my attention.



The centicore let out one last whine of pain before it collapsed to the ground, and my squirrels leaped off of it before they were crushed beneath its weight.



The squirrels were in the process of making their way back to me when there was a groan of agony, and the Centicore scrambled upright. Before my squirrels had a chance to reinsert themselves in the fight, the centicore made a beeline out of the village and disappeared into the forest it came from. It left nothing but a puddle of blood and a few chunks of torn-off fur on the cobblestones behind it. The fact the creature could still move at all after being dealt so much damage was as impressive as it was fascinating.



Just like last time, the squirrels all gathered in front of me to await my next command, and I wondered if it was the same group of twenty squirrels as last time.



This time, I knew how to get rid of them, so I nodded my thanks and sent them back into a newly formed portal. The portal closed as the last fluffy tail disappeared through it, and I turned to look for Jacob.



I couldn’t find Jacob’s face, but it was because everyone on the street was staring right at me, and I was suddenly too paranoid to take my eyes off them.



Their faces were so frozen in shock from what had just happened that I couldn’t work out what their next move might’ve been. Were they going to attack me out of fear of what I’d just done? Were they going to demand answers for how I did what I did, when I couldn’t give even the faintest answer to myself?



“Ummm… Hi,” I offered with an awkward little wave.



It was so quiet, I swore I would’ve heard a feather hit the ground, that is until someone started to clap their hands, which led to another, and soon the whole village was trembling with the roar of applause.



I just hoped that clapping was a symbol of something good happening here like it was on Earth.



“He saved us!” someone shouted.



“He’s here to be our protector!” another voice joined.



Women rushed up to hug me as men clapped me on the shoulder and back. I felt like a movie star who’d just won an Oscar, or an NFL quarterback who’d led my team to victory at the Super Bowl.



“What were those beasts you summoned?” a woman asked as she ran her hands through my short, black hair. “Are they really demons?”



“They’re just squirrels,” I answered.



“Squirrels.” The word was tested by the mouths of everyone around me.



“And you are their master?” a woman who clung onto my right arm asked before she was shoved away and replaced by another woman who wanted to get as close as she could to me. “They were quite deranged.



“I guess, yeah,” I said.



“Thank you for saving us, master of the deranged squirrels,” she said.



“Deranged Squirrel Master!” someone shouted like it was the best idea they’d ever had.



A dozen people chanted the moniker at me.



The commotion of grateful village people ushered me back into the tavern, over the pieces of splintered wood, and set me down at the largest table in the building.



Five different people shouted for me to be brought a drink on them, and before I could deny their offers, Jacob slid onto the chair next to me and put a hand over my mouth.



“He’ll have two of the finest ale in the house,” he said and then took his hand away.



“Did you get hurt?” I asked.



“No, all thanks to you and your monsters chasing that thing away,” he said.



“They’re not monsters,” I said. “Just squirrels.”



Kate squeezed through the crowd and sat on the chair on the other side of me.



“So, that’s what Earth summoning is,” she said. “It’s impressive, I must say.”



“How’s your foot?” I asked.



“Nothing a little balm and wrapping can’t handle,” she said. “And if it keeps hurting then at least I work with an unlimited supply of alcohol.”



The bartender, who I could assume was Kate’s brother, brought over two mugs of ale to Jacob and me. I was now in even more desperate need of food, but it would be rude to pass up this gift from the people. I took a sip and Jacob was right, this ale was infinitely better than the last one I’d tried.



Everyone in the tavern raised their drinks into the air, and the din went silent.



“To the Deranged Squirrel Master!” the bartender bellowed.



“To the Deranged Squirrel Master!” everyone echoed, apart from the disaster of a knight.



He shoved his way through the crowd and almost knocked over an old woman. He definitely wasn’t like any knight in any fairytale I’d ever read, that was for sure.



“Don’t you drink that, you don’t deserve it,” he growled at me. “I am the protector of these people. I was sent here by the city of Kenford to act as their knight.”



He was towering over me, so I stood up from my chair and turned the tables around on him. At six-foot-two-inches tall, I towered over him, and the confidence drained from his expression as he lost the upper hand.



“Okay, sir knight,” I said. “Did you ever stop to wonder why your city sent you to protect a village where nothing ever happens?”



My words hit him like bullets, and the damage they caused to his ego soon festered into flaring anger. He reached to unsheathe his sword, but I was quicker, and his movements stopped when I held my dagger to his throat.



“Say one more thing to me, and I won’t hesitate to call my squirrels again,” I whispered into his ear. “Or are you not enough of a protector to protect yourself?”



It took every inch of willpower I had to hold back my laughter at the idea of threatening someone with bodily harm via squirrel.



The knight’s eyes widened with fear, and I allowed him to back off by putting my dagger back in my belt.



I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t for him to take off the cuirass part of his armor and throw it at my feet, then place his sheathed sword down next to it. His plain underclothing displayed his thin figure to the room, and it was clear any training he had done to become a knight in the city had been forgotten by him since moving to the village. He stumbled out of the tavern, and the village people raised their drinks again.



I bent down and held the cuirass in my hands. My fingers traced the emblem molded into the metal on the front, presumably the mark of the city it originated from. It was of an equine creature with a swirling horn that I guessed was a unicorn, and it was standing on its hind legs with its front hooves poised in the air.



“Put it on, put it on,” a chant started among the villagers.



I looked over to Kate and Jacob, and they were chanting along, too. I did as they asked, took off my coat, and slid the breastplate over my body. It grew to fit my torso perfectly. I checked my stats, and
 Kenford City Knight Basic Cuirass
 was added to my armor tab, along with +5 to my defense stat.



“I don’t understand,” I said to Kate. “I saw a goblin with stolen clothes in the forest, and they were still too big for him.”



Kate’s brow furrowed as if she was confused as to why I was asking the question. In this world, the answer must’ve been a common fact, like how Earth was round or puppies were cute.



“Stolen armor needs to be adjusted by a blacksmith,” she said. “Gifted or won armor changes to fit the beholder.”



“Interesting…” I said.



I picked up the sword and checked my stats screens.
 Kenford Knight Basic Sword
 now appeared in my weapons tab. It did more damage than the dagger I’d gotten from the goblin, and my confidence skyrocketed as I held the hilt and turned the weapon over in my hands.



I kept my cool on the outside, but on the inside, I was bouncing off the walls. I mean, who didn’t have dreams of being a knight as a kid?



People fought over who would be the one to buy me my next drink, and women fought to get close to me, but I didn’t entertain their advances.



Kate told me some facts about the centicore creature. She said they weren’t usually found around these parts, and they usually didn’t attack unless provoked. She spoke about the creatures as if she had a large wealth of knowledge of the beasts of this world. Her eyes lit up with true passion as she described the centicore species’ eating and mating habits.



It was fascinating stuff, and she was more than pleasant to look at, but I was exhausted after the insanity of everything that had happened, and I ended up losing focus more than once.



A man with no hair poked his head through the bustle of people on the other side of the table and made eye contact with me.



“Mr. Squirrel Master,” he said. “My name is Dean, and I would be honored if you would stay in the finest room of my inn for as long as you desired. Compliments of the house, of course.”



“Would food be included?” I asked. “And you can just call me Cole.”



“As much food as you like,” he said.



“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll take you up on your offer.”



It sure beat my other option of sleeping on the street or back in that forest, and while roughing it outdoors wasn’t something I was unfamiliar with, the free food was a much-appreciated bonus. I finished the ale and stood up on fairly wobbly legs. Kate went to help steady me, but I assured her I was okay before we said our goodnights.



There was a symphony of disappointed awes as I made my way toward the exit of the tavern. A few women tried to draw me back, but I was in the mood for nothing more than eating and sleeping.



The cold night air kissed my skin as I left the tavern and looked around for wherever Dean had gone, but he was nowhere in sight.



Kate joined me outside, and it was a good thing too because I didn’t know where the inn was.



“Where did Jacob go?” I asked.



“He’s gladly taking the free drinks people are offering him because he was speaking to you,” she said.



“Did you not want any free drinks?” I asked.



“I work there,” she said with a bright smile. “All my drinks are free drinks.”



“Has nothing like that really ever happened in this village before?” I asked. “Not even a smaller monster or the goblins?”



“No, not even a smaller monster.” She shivered in the night air. “And the goblins wouldn’t dare attack a place with more than a few people. Their pack hunting only works if there’s one target to chase. Maybe two.”



I knew it would look strange in contrast to her tattered dress, but I gave her my coat anyway. As I placed the coat over her shoulders, I was reminded of something.



“Do you have any spare men’s clothes by any chance?” I asked. “I’d rather not have people stare at me all the time.”



“I’ll bring you over some of my brother’s clothes tomorrow,” she said. “But people will stare at you anyway, you’re the most powerful man who’s ever come through here.”



“Do you know any other summoners,” I asked. “Someone I might be able to talk to maybe?”



“You’re the first one I’ve met,” she said. “Like I said, not many people come to this village on purpose, and no summoner would have purpose here.”



“Have you never thought about leaving?” I asked.



Her eyes lit up again like they did when she’d been talking about creatures earlier.



“I’ve always wanted to see more of Morseen,” she said. “But my life is here, I can’t just drop everything and go adventuring.”



There was a call from behind us, and then Dean, the owner of the inn, rushed to meet up with us.



“Mr. Squirrel Master, there you are,” he panted. “My apologies, I got stuck in the crowd. Please, allow me to escort you to my inn where you may spend the night, and as many subsequent nights as your heart desires.”



“I do not think I’ll be staying for that long.” I nodded “But thank you for your kind offer tonight.”



“I’ll see you tomorrow, Cole.” Kate smiled at me. “Goodnight.”



Before I could return the sentiment to her, she was off down the street, back to the tavern to finish her shift.



“Right this way.” The innkeeper marched on, and I followed him through the night.



With each step, I was closer to food and a safe place to sleep. We came to the inn, and Dean held the door for me as I entered.



The exterior looked much the same as every other building I’d passed, but the interior was lit by lanterns instead of torches, and it was much brighter than the tavern.



Dean showed me up to my room, and he let me know he would bring a bowl of stew and some bread up right away before closing the door.



There was a bed that had hay poking out of the mattress, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and it was certainly better than the cold ground. There was a large metal bathtub in the corner of the room.



I was never usually one for baths at home, but in the absence of a shower, a bath sounded pretty damn good right then.



There was the issue of this world not having any running water or plumbing, so I would have to ask the innkeeper to fill the bath up, but I didn’t want to intrude on his hospitality any more than I already was by taking the free room and board.



My stomach growled at the thought of food, and I realized the last thing I must’ve eaten was some crummy oat bar when I’d started on the trail to my campsite.



Fuck, I didn’t even know how long ago that was.



There was a knock at my door, and I opened it to Dean, who was holding a wooden tray filled with food and drink.



“Thank you so much,” I said. “I’m starving.”



He placed the tray down on the small table beside the bed and asked if I would like him to fill the bath for me, it would be his honor, he made sure to add.



“Well, if you insist.” I gave in to the temptation.



I sat down on the edge of the bed and dug into the food as he left to go and fetch the buckets of hot water and a bar of homemade soap.



In the center of the tray, there was a wooden bowl filled to the brim with a thick, brown stew that smelled like beef. The steam that wafted off of it danced in my nostrils, and I was so close to going at the thing like a dog to their food bowl.



Beside the stew, there were two rolls of fresh, still-hot bread and a pat of butter. On the other side, there was a tall cup of a white liquid that I assumed was milk.



I broke off half the bread roll, slathered the thing in butter, and swiped it through the stew before popping it in my mouth.



Any other time and it probably wouldn’t have tasted so good, but on an empty stomach, it was like taking a bite out of paradise.



I’d managed to devour half the tray when Dean came back with two buckets of water. He poured them into the metal tub then went back for more, and by the time he’d filled the tub to the desired level, I’d finished the whole tray and left no crumbs.



“Anything else for you, Deranged Squirrel Master?” he asked with his head bowed.



“Apart from not calling me deranged, I think that’s it for the night.” I smiled at him.



“Of course,” he said. “My room is the first at the start of the hall if you have any more requests during the night. Please do not hesitate to knock.”



“Thank you,” I said.



He swept out of the room and closed the door, and I didn’t waste another second before I removed my clothing and lowered my aching body into the hot water. It stung a little at first, but very soon the heat melted away every little pain in my body.



I checked my stats, and my weapon and armor stats had been temporarily reduced to zero now that I was naked. If I wasn’t so relaxed and peaceful I might’ve panicked at the knowledge that I was suddenly defenseless, well, defenseless apart from my squirrel army.



The thought was insane.



My squirrel army.



So much had happened in the past day, I was amazed I hadn’t gotten whiplash from it all. In terms of how to get home I was clueless, but I thought this world, Morseen, might not be so bad until I knew what to do next.



I started to plan my course of action for the next day.



It would be a good idea to go find that archive Jacob told me about and look in the books or scrolls or whatever they had there for any information pertaining to Earth and how to get back to it.



Aside from that main task, I would also need to find Kate so she could give me the clothes to blend in better with the village people, and I wanted to practice my summoning skills at some point.



I’d gotten by pretty well on pure instinct so far, but I couldn’t rely on it forever, if that was how long I would end up staying here.



I didn’t let that thought linger.



The bath wasn’t the most comfortable thing, but the hot water was so serene that it was enough to send me to sleep. I was seconds away from drifting off when there was a knock at the door to my room.



“I don’t need anything else for tonight,” I called to Dean, but it wasn’t his voice that called back.



“It’s Kate, from the tavern,” Kate shouted through the door.



“One moment, please,” I shouted back.



The water had begun to lose most of its heat anyway, so I hauled myself out, ran the clean rag Dean had left me over my skin to dry myself, and then tugged my boxers and T-shirt back on.



Then I opened the door to Kate who stood there with an armful of clothing and something made of leather.



“I figured I’d drop these off tonight if you were still awake,” she said. “So you don’t have to seek me out tomorrow.”



“Thank you,” I said. “But I wouldn’t have minded.”



She smiled coyly and held the clothing out to me.



As I took the bundle from her, she must’ve noticed I was in my underwear because a slight blush ran up her neck and cheeks. I’d forgotten this type of society was likely more conservative than present-day Earth, at least on the surface.



“There’s also a sturdy belt in there for your weapons,” she said. “I noticed yours was rather thin.”



My belt from Earth was made of tightly woven fabric, but this leather one looked like it would be much better for my new sword.



“Thank you,” I said. “I’d offer you something in return, but I’m afraid I don’t have much.”



“You’ve done enough for us all already,” she said. “If you weren’t here, that centicore would’ve rampaged through the whole village for weeks while someone traveled to another village or city for help.”



“Those knights of yours really are useless, aren’t they?” I asked.



“We always get the duds,” she said. “Why would a city waste their best soldiers on a place where the most they’ll have to do is break up the occasional bar fight?”



“That’s a good point,” I said. “But they should’ve been prepared to protect you, regardless. It was their purpose.”



“I’ve not heard anyone speak with such conviction in a long time.” She smiled softly. “It’s nice.”



I smiled back at her.



“So…” I said. “Hypothetically, if I did want to find you tomorrow, where would that be?”



“In the tavern,” she said. “Always in the damn tavern.”



“Got it.” I nodded.



She nodded back to me, then turned to leave, but she hesitated before she took any steps away.



“Where did you say you were from again?” she asked.



“Somewhere far away,” I said. “I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”



She left down the hallway, and I closed my door again.



I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to request for the bath to be emptied, or if Dean just came to do it in the morning while I was out, so I left it as it was. I took off my T-shirt and climbed under the thin blanket on the bed.



Larkworth clearly wasn’t the wealthiest of places so I couldn’t complain at the occasional scratch of the hay under my back as I laid down, and eventually I stopped noticing the feeling anyway.



There was no sound apart from the occasional hiccup and faint laughter from people making their way home from the tavern every now and then.



Back home, I might’ve been annoyed at people making noise outside my window while I was trying to sleep, but now it was comforting to know they were happy and safe while I slept.



A knock on the door woke me the next morning.
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 Chapter 3



I groggily moved to open the door, and Dean smiled as he handed me another tray of food. His expression was truly one of pleasure as I took the tray. Some people really were born to work in hospitality.



This tray carried a bowl filled with what looked like porridge, and another smaller jug filled with some kind of green berries. The berries grew in drupelets like raspberries and were oddly sour but not in a bad way.



As I chewed the food, I started to think about my meal from last night. The animals in this world were different from Earth, and that meant it wasn’t beef stew I ate last night. Before the thought could grow in my head, I shut it down. Whatever it was, it tasted good and gave me the sustenance I needed, so what didn’t hurt me didn’t concern me.



I gave my face a quick wash with the now ice-cold bathwater, and then pulled on the clothes Kate had brought me last night, or the early hours of this morning. Without a watch or clock, it was hard to tell. I could’ve turned my phone on to check but it would be best to save the battery for if there was ever a chance to use it for something more useful than telling the time when it wasn’t urgent.



The clothes acted as the armor did last night and grew to fit my body.



The outfit included a white tunic-style shirt that was loose and tight in all the right places and some dark brownish trousers that I was sure were actually called breeches or pantaloons or something. On my feet, I wore a pair of black boots that looked fairly new, and I wondered if they were actually Kate’s brother’s or if she’d bought them for me.



I secured the belt around my waist and strapped my new sword’s scabbard on my hip. The cuirass was lying next to my bed, and I left it there for now. As cool as it was to wear, it was a little much for a day when I planned on doing nothing much other than reading a bunch of books in the archive.



I checked my stats screen to make sure the sword was again added to my weapons tab, and when I had confirmation that it was, I left the inn and made my way down the main street of the village.



I didn’t want to ask for directions for where the building I needed was, so I started exploring at a leisurely pace. I took delight in the calm walk across the cobblestones in the warm spring air and waved to people as they walked past and thanked me for my heroics last night.



The village folk again tried their hardest to offer me free things or services, but now that they were sober it took a lot less convincing from me for them to nod their heads and carry on with their days.



One person I did take up on their offer of something free was the baker.



I went back to that building I’d walked past yesterday and stepped through the open doorway. I suspected he would offer me something, but I disguised my visit as a check-in to get acquainted.



One short introductory conversation later, I was strolling back down the street with a flaky pastry to munch on. It was somewhat like a croissant but not as buttery. I could’ve eaten, like, ten of them if the baker had been willing to give them to me.



The women at the brothel tried to drag me inside again but respected my hand gesture of “No thanks,” and moved on to fishing for their next customer. I was a little impressed at how early they started work.



The archive didn’t have a sign that stated it was such and instead had a wooden carving of a book as the door handle. I knocked on the door, and when there was no answer from the other side, I eased it open and peered in.



Jacob was sitting on a chair with his feet up on a desk.



He was asleep, and his snoring was the only sound in the dim room.



I quietly closed the door behind me and crept over to Jacob. There was a thick book on the desk that was open to page fifty-two. It listed books by category and what shelf they could be found on.



I looked around but there was nothing in the room apart from Jacob and his desk. But there was a tall door on the far side, so without making a sound, I turned the pages of the ledger on the desk until I came across a page that was titled “maps.” It said all books about the subject were in section three of the archive.



I tiptoed to the door on the far side and pulled it open just enough to slip through. The room on the other side was darker than the one I had just been in, and it was hard to see, so I grabbed a lantern from beside Jacob’s desk before heading in any further.



There were long, tall shelves of books that stretched around the whole room, and there was a thick layer of dust covering every single one. From the looks of things, no one had been in here to take a book out in months at least, maybe years, and judging from the fact Jacob was sleeping on the job only proved that people didn’t come in here often.



The numbers were carved jaggedly into the sides of the bookcases, so the two looked like a Z and the three looked like a sideways M.



I held the lantern up to illuminate the space in front of me as I found my way to section three and scanned the shelves for the books about maps. It wasn’t hard to find, and when I did, I plucked the biggest one from the shelf. I blew the coating of dust from the cover and held my breath for a second so I wouldn’t breathe it all in.



The book was titled
 The South of Morseen,
 and it depicted the entire southern area of the world on various maps, some focusing on forests and cities, some focusing on rivers and lakes. It wasn’t just maps of the region, either, there were short, descriptive passages about things, too.



But what was most intriguing was that this world also had dungeons that contained loot, and each one was different, and going by the difficulty ranking beside each one, varying degrees of danger.



There were Normal dungeons, best suited for Lvls 01 to 15, and Hard dungeons that would be unwise to explore for anyone lower than Lvls 16 to 30. It then went up to Nightmare dungeons for Lvls 31 to 50, Torture dungeons for Lvls 50 to 70, and then Death dungeons that were, as the name suggested, deathtraps for anyone below Lvl 71.



Some of the loot in them would be anything from armor, weapons, and even magical items, and I thought that at least one of these magical items might be my shot at returning to Earth.



It was a long shot, and I didn’t have much knowledge about magic in this world, but it sure beat sitting around here until something happened to me.



Larkworth was in the south side of the world, and according to one of the maps, there was a dungeon two days’ travel away on foot, at least, in a direction close to another village. I would have to practice my summoning and fighting skills before making any attempt to go to a dungeon, though, because if the surface of this world had centicores and goblins, then what the hell did the underground have?



A squeak from one of the floorboards snagged my attention, and my hand flew to the hilt of my sword, but I waited to see who was there before unsheathing it.



“It’s just me.” Jacob raised his hands in front of him.



I took my hand off my sword and put the book back into its place on the shelf.



“Nice to see you’re not in a coma,” I said.



“I figured it was you in here,” he said. “No one else has been here in I don’t even know how long, not even me. It’s a good thing the big cities send funding to all the archives whether people use them or not.”



“Have you ever been to a dungeon?” I asked.



“Fuck no,” he said. “I’d get torn to pieces before I even stepped more than ten feet out of the village.”



“Do you know anyone who’s been to one?” I asked.



“You’ll have a tough time finding anyone from this village who’s been to a dungeon,” he said. “Unless a group of dungeon-crawlers comes through, then your best chance of finding out about them is from Kate or her brother.”



“Kate said she’d never left the village,” I said. “How would she know about dungeons?”



“People talk a lot when they’re drunk,” he said. “Any dungeon-crawler who’s come through here would’ve been to the tavern at some point, and she would’ve heard whatever they had to say.”



“Interesting,” I said. “Is the tavern open now?”



“No, far too early,” he said. “But she’ll be there, probably cleaning up or helping to fix the door.”



“Thanks,” I said, and I made my way back through the bookcases and to the exit. “See you later!”



I left the dark archive and squinted as my eyes adjusted to the light outside.



The tavern wasn’t too far away, and I got there in no time. The bartender from last night, Kate’s brother, was standing by the doorway hammering a plank of wood into place. It was coming along nicely, and he must’ve been up all night to have almost entirely fixed it so fast.



Over his head, it said, “
 Tavern Keeper:
 Human Lvl 07.”



His arms and upper body looked remarkably strong considering he was only a tavern keeper. I couldn’t imagine that filling up cups of ale would do much for someone in terms of muscle building, so he must’ve been doing some other kind of training in his free time.



“Looks good,” I said to Kate’s brother between pounds of his hammer.



“Still needs some work,” he said. “But we’re almost there.”



His hair was the same shade of brown as Kate’s, and it came down to just below his ears. His eyes were a much darker brown than Kate’s, but they were also smaller.



“Thanks for lending me the clothes by the way,” I said. “I’ll give them back to you as soon as I scrounge together enough money for some of my own.”



“Don’t worry about it.” He wiped some sweat from his brow. “I don’t need them. I’ve got plenty.”



“Thanks,” I said. “Is Kate here?”



“Inside mopping the floor,” he said.



He stepped away from the doorway and breathed heavily. The back of his shirt was soaked with sweat, and his face drooped with the weight of fatigue.



“Hey, I’ve been here all night and haven’t seen my kids since yesterday.” He placed the hammer down. “Do you mind asking Kate to watch the place while I go home for a bit?”



“Sure thing,” I said. “Go and see your kids.”



He nodded to me and headed away from the tavern. I peered inside and saw Kate mopping the floor as he’d said, and she came over to the doorway as soon as she noticed me.



“Brian left?” she asked.



“Said he needed to see his kids for a bit.” I grabbed the hammer he’d left behind and finished hammering in the last few nails for him. “He looked exhausted.”



“I tried to get him to go to bed last night, but he wouldn’t leave the damn work ‘til morning,” she said. “Anyway, how’s your first morning in Larkworth treating you?”



“Pretty good so far,” I said as I hammered a nail. “I got a pastry from the baker and then went to the archive.”



“The archive?” she asked in a voice full of curiosity and amazement. “No one here ever goes to the archive, it’s why Jacob chose to work there. It’s pretty much his personal escape from the kids.”



“I saw,” I said. “I just wanted to know a bit more about… dungeons.”



“Dungeons?” she asked. “Can’t say I’m surprised that someone like you would be interested in them.”



“Do you know anything about them?” I asked. “Jacob said you might’ve heard some things from previous dungeon-crawlers.”



“I’ve heard a few bits and pieces here and there,” she said. “What do you want to know?”



“Everything really,” I chuckled. “How to enter a dungeon? What might I find in there? How to not die in one? That sort of stuff.”



“I’m afraid I can’t give a definitive answer for any of that.” She mopped the area near the doorway. “They’re all so different, you can’t approach one the same way as another. The only things that seem consistent are that they all have more than one floor, and they’re all filled with creatures that don’t want you taking whatever loot they have in there… or that just want you for lunch.”



“What about magical items?” I asked.



“They’re all different, too,” she said. “A hat that makes you grow ten feet, gauntlets that double your defense bar, rings that increase your chance of earning gold, you name it.”



Gold? That was intriguing.



“Have you heard of any that…” I said. “That take you to other places?”



“Like portals?” she asked.



“Yeah,” I faked confidence. “Like portals.”



“They all have something at the end that takes you back to the start,” she said. “But I’ve never heard of any that take you to other places.”



My heart sank. Shit.



“I see,” I said.



My only option now was to go back into the archive and read until I came across something useful.



“You said you’d tell me more about where you were from today.” She motioned to the long table we’d sat at last night. “Come sit.”



I left the hammer where Brian had put it, and we went in and sat opposite each other at the table.



“I’m not sure where to start…” I said.



“No rush,” she said in a soft voice.



“You hadn’t heard of Earth before meeting me, had you?” I asked.



She shook her head, and her eyes quickly glanced up at the words above my head.



“Well,” I continued. “That’s where I’m from.”



“There’s no place on any maps called Earth.” She furrowed her brow. “Is it a new province?”



“No,” I said. “It’s… another world.”



She leaned forward, and I could see the cogs turning in her head.



“That’s what our previous knight, Simon, said you told him,” she said. “I just assumed he’d had too much to drink and was spouting shit.”



“You don’t think I’m crazy, too, do you?” I asked.



She was quiet for a moment, but then she looked me in the eyes and a small smile spread across her lips.



“No,” she said. “I believe you.”



Well, thank fuck for that.



“Thank you,” I said and returned her brief smile. “You have no idea how good it feels to hear that.”



“I’ve been in this village my whole life,” she said. “Who’s to say how much I don’t know about the world, or about anything.”



She reached forward and laid her hand over mine.



“You saved us,” she said. “What kind of a person would I be if I didn’t believe you when you needed me to?”



Relief washed over me like a wave. Finally, someone believed me. Kate might not have known much about the rest of Morseen, or how to get me home, but her knowledge of her small corner of the world could still be helpful.



We shared a drink and some peanuts from behind the bar, and when she wasn’t looking, I put a handful into my pocket for later.



Brian came back and marveled at the finished doorway and told me he would put a plaque somewhere in the tavern in my honor. I told him that was kind but there was no need, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer.



Afternoon hit, and one by one, people began to come into the tavern.



I left before it got too busy and went back to my room at the inn to grab my armor. I wanted to go back into the forest and practice my summoning before it got dark out, and I would need all the defense I could get in case the goblins made an appearance again.



“Where are you going?” someone on the street asked me as they saw me heading in the direction of the forest. “You’re not leaving us, are you?”



“Just scouting the perimeter,” I lied.



I walked over the stretch of grass, and then I entered the forest with a lot more confidence than the last time I was there. After about ten minutes, I came to a nice open space, surveyed the area for goblins, and then sat down in the center.



I wanted to test if I could control how many squirrels I could summon, so I brought the little black-and-green portal into existence and willed for only three squirrels to come through. My squirrel skills were evidently in need of more refining because six squirrels jumped out two by two.



“Close enough,” I said.



The furry little animals looked around for danger, and then when they couldn’t find any they lined up in front of me. I noticed that one was bigger than the others and wondered if the squirrels had any hierarchy of their own, other than me being their leader.



“At ease, soldiers,” I said, and just like that they started to sniff at the ground and climb the trees like normal squirrels.



As the portal continued to swirl beside me, a thought occurred to me about how I might get home. If my skill class was Earth Summoner, and the squirrels were what I summoned, then they must’ve been squirrels from Earth.



I didn’t stop to think another second about it before leaping at the portal with the hope that it might suck me in and spit me out back at my campsite in Maine.



The bump on my head told me very clearly that was never going to happen. The portal didn’t look solid in the slightest, but it was like being thrown against a brick wall.



“So much for that idea,” I muttered as I rubbed my head.



Three nearby squirrels tilted their heads at me, and I could feel them judging me. I took the peanuts out of my pocket, and the rest came running back to me like piranhas to a drop of blood.



“I’m starting to see why these people are scared of you guys,” I said as I distributed the peanuts across the grass and watched as they were shoved into the squirrels’ mouths. “I’m like a fucking Disney princess.”



I was tempted to start singing in a high-pitched voice like Snow White to them, but I feared that would’ve been a step too far. After all, I didn’t want to actually become the crazy squirrel guy everyone thought I was.



The squirrels ate up all the peanuts, and when they were done, they stared at me with expectant little eyes.



I wondered if they would do tricks like a dog would, so I scrounged for the remaining peanuts in my pocket and showed them to the squirrels.



Their ears perked up, and their noses twitched in giddy anticipation. They followed my hand from the left to the right, and then to the left again. It worried me a little because I couldn’t tell if they would be this obedient to someone else who happened to have a handful of nuts.



I needed to test where their loyalties truly were.



I stood up and took a few steps to the left. They attempted to scurry after me, but I put a hand out and gave a firm “no” to show them I wanted them to stop. They did stop but not without sneaking a few extra centimeters of crawling in beforehand. Then I placed the nuts down on the ground and took more steps in the opposite direction with my hand still out to tell them it wasn’t okay to move yet.



When I was far enough away that they would have to make a choice between the nuts and being too far away from me, I dropped my hand and started to walk further away from them. Even though I wanted to turn around and see what choice they had made I kept on walking, but I wasn’t walking for long when I felt the slight tug of tiny paws on the backs of my pants.



My heart warmed as I turned to see them staring up at me with their inquisitive eyes, and it all but melted as I went back to where the nuts were and saw they were untouched.



“Good job,” I said to the squirrels. “Go on, you guys can have them now.”



They did not need to be told twice and demolished every peanut in sight in only a few blinks.



I worked with the squirrels for a while longer and practiced sending them back through the portal, calling specific numbers out, and giving them specific orders. After the fourth time the squirrels successfully climbed to the correct branch, I decided that was enough for one day.



I was getting prepared to return to the village when I heard a familiar huff. I shot to my feet and spun around to see the centicore from yesterday munching on the grass a few feet away from me.



I forgot it was now blind, and for a second, my heart stopped beating. It chewed on the grass and minded its own business as if it didn’t even notice I was there.



I could’ve called up more squirrels to try to finish off the beast, but not much had changed since yesterday, and if I couldn’t kill it then, I wouldn’t have been able to kill it now.



As quietly as I could, I summoned another portal for the six squirrels to disappear into, and then crept backward while never moving my eyes from the creature.



I was so close to being far enough away that I was out of earshot when a branch fell from a tree right in front of me, and I leaped back instinctively thinking it might be another goblin.



Without missing a beat, the centicore took off toward me. I scrambled to my feet and ran as fast as I could in a random direction to try and lose it.



I could feel my stamina draining as I ran, and when my breaths began to feel unbearably labored an idea jumped into my head. I ran a little further, and at the last possible second, I leaped up and clung to a tree branch.



Blind and unaware that there was anything there, the centicore ran head-first into the tree and collapsed unconscious on the ground. I waited a minute to make sure it really was knocked out and avoided the creature’s body as I jumped down.



I wasted no time in getting back to the village. It had started to turn dark, and if the forest was dangerous in the daylight, then I didn’t want to know what the nightlife was like.



People welcomed me as I returned and asked if I was going back to the tavern that night.



“On my way there right now,” I said. “I need a drink.”



I got back to the tavern, and the atmosphere was in full swing again. Kate served people from the wooden tray she carried around, and Brian worked tirelessly behind the bar. Jacob was there too, and he was looking around the crowd.



“Searching for little old me?” I asked as I tapped him on the shoulder.



“Where have you been?” he asked.



“Just tending to some business,” I said. “Roughly ten people have offered to buy me a drink tonight, I don’t suppose you’d like to help me with all those drinks, would you?”



“I suppose I could spare my services.” He grinned. “I’m heroic like that.”



“Maybe you should be the protector,” I joked.



Funnily enough, he didn’t respond to that and instead got up to go cash in the drinks I’d been promised.



I must’ve only been on my own for a few seconds when Kate swooshed past my table and gave me a quick smile before serving three drinks to a group nearby. On her way back to the bar to fetch more drinks, she allowed herself a pitstop at my table.



“Rumor has it you’ve been walking around the outskirts of the village casting a protection spell all day,” she whispered into my ear.



“Well, I’m afraid that really is just a rumor,” I said. “But I did have another lovely run-in with the centicore.”



“Did you kill it?” she asked.



“I didn’t even try,” I said. “I was alone, and if any goblins were watching and ganged up on me I would’ve been screwed.”



“An enemy of the centicores and the goblins…” She gave me a teasing grin. “Remind me why we keep you around again? Because you sound like a bad luck charm to me.”



“That’s not a very nice thing to say to your protector.” I smiled back. “I could start a riot on you for that.”



“If it ends my shift early then please do.” She swept away to the bar where she filled her tray with more mugs of ale.



I hadn’t noticed it before, but Jacob was right, the majority of the men’s eyes followed her as she moved, some subtly, some like lasers.



Jacob came back with two big mugs of ale of our own, and I was beginning to grow used to the taste, so much so that I knew it would be something I would miss if I made it back to Earth, among other things. Again, Kate caught my eyes as she handed some mugs to a table of men and women.



I had my drink to my lips and almost spilled it all down my front from the shock of a woman slamming the tavern door open and yelling at everyone.



“The winds must be changing!” she shouted. “There’s more new travelers. They came through the forest just now!”



The tavern erupted into a chorus of gossip and chatter, and the woman who had started it all sat down next to Jacob. She had short ginger hair, and a round, jovial face.



Villager:
 Human Lvl 02.



I was about to ask who she was but there was no need when Jacob leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek.



“Cole, this is Anne,” he said to me and then turned to her. “Darling, this is Cole.”



“Our new knight,” she finished for him. “Thank you for driving the centicore away from the village and replacing that twat who was doing the job before you.”



“It was my pleasure,” I said.



“Oh, and thank you for giving my husband the name idea for our new daughter.” She spun around and showed me the sleeping baby, barely a few weeks old from the looks of things, wrapped up in cloth and strapped tightly to her back. “This is Plague. Say hi, Plague.”



“Hi, Plague…” I mumbled and waved awkwardly at the unconscious infant with the unfortunate name.



Jacob’s wife turned back around, but it was hard to forget there was a baby stuck to her who was named Plague because of me.



“What do you know about these new travelers?” Jacob asked her, which did a pretty good job of changing the subject I was focusing on in my head.



“Just that they pushed out of the forest no more than twenty minutes ago,” she said. “Apparently a horde of goblins gave them a hard time.”



“They do that,” I said. “Little fuckers.”



“Are they on their way here?” Jacob asked.



“I have no idea,” Anne answered. “All I saw was that they were catching their breaths on the outskirts.”



She opened her mouth to say more, but as she did the door opened, although a lot more gently than when she’d burst in.



Four strangers entered the tavern and sat down at the long table. A part of me expected them to receive the same fanfare I had after fighting the centicore, but of course these people hadn’t proven themselves to the villagers yet.



I looked at their stats and they all ranged from Lvl 10 to Lvl 16. The Lvl 14 was an elf, and my whole body almost jumped with excitement as I saw that the guy who was a Lvl 16 was a summoner.
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He was a fire summoner, not Earth which was a disappointment, but I had a feeling I wasn’t going to come across one of them no matter how hard I searched this world.



The group of newbies didn’t speak in hushed tones, but the rest of the noise in the tavern was so obnoxiously loud, I couldn’t make out one word of what they were saying.



Kate was loitering nearby, so I beckoned her over to see if she’d heard anything potentially useful from the group.



“What are they talking about over there?” I asked her.



“So far they’re just debating what drinks they want and whose turn it is to pay for the inn,” she said.



“Nothing about…” I left the sentence open-ended, but I knew she would understand that I meant Earth.



“Nothing about that. Nothing at all,” she said. “But they might know more about it than anyone here.”



“I was thinking the same thing,” I said.



I took another swig of my ale with the intention of standing up and going to the travelers’ table afterward, but before I could finish swallowing, the fire summoner was standing beside me.



“I didn’t expect to see another one of us in this village,” he said.



His voice was laced with a lot more eloquence than the rest of the people I’d met in Larkworth. He was an older man, with a worn face and silver hair, but despite his apparent age, his body looked physically strong and capable. His eyes were an alarmingly icy blue, and I thought that was ironic considering he was a fire summoner, and his pale lips were framed by a goatee just as silver as the hair on his head.



“My name is Aldous.” He stretched his hand out to me. “A pleasure to meet you.”



Aldous? Finally, a name that sounded like it belonged in this D&D-wannabe world. So far the people of Morseen had more normal names than the Kardashians’ kids.



“I’m Cole.” I shook his hand, and it might’ve all been in my head, but his palm felt hot to the touch. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”



“So are you passing through like us, or are you from here?” he asked.



“I’m not from here,” I said. “But I’m not quite sure if I’m just passing through, either.”



“A man at a crossroads, I see.” He smiled. “I hope you find where you intend to go in the end.”



“Thank you,” I said, and I really did appreciate the sentiment. “And where is it you and your friends intend to go?”



“Friends is not so accurate of a term, I’m afraid,” he chuckled. “We have a shared goal and the ability to help each other achieve that goal. We want to explore a dungeon near this village, you see.”



“A dungeon?” I asked with the utmost intrigue. “Can you tell me any more about it?”



“Do you mind if I take a seat with you?” he asked, and I nodded my head.



He sat down in the free chair at our table before continuing.



“The self-proposed leader of our group, the brawler over there,” he said.



I looked around the group and saw that one of them, a stocky, burly sort of man, had the skill class of “Brawler” in his stats bar. His rough appearance gave me Jason Statham vibes, and with a class like “Brawler,” I imagined his behavior might not be all that different.



“He found a tattered old journal about a dungeon in a forgotten goblin chest a few months ago,” he said. “Judging by how old the journal looked it was safe to assume the dungeon entrance has been untouched for at least a decade or so. He figured there must be some interesting loot in there and gathered a team to help him travel there, for a cut of the loot of course.”



“Old goblin chest?” I asked.



I wanted to get into the other details of what he’d said, but that was the first thing that transitioned from a thought into a sound.



“Goblins sometimes try to leave chests in places with the hopes that people will look in them,” he said. “And then while they’re distracted, ambush them from behind.”



“So that’s what that chest in the forest was,” I muttered to myself.



Good thing I didn’t try to open it, I might not have escaped the goblins otherwise. It was a good piece of information to know for future reference.



“We’ve been traveling for quite some time,” Aldous said. “We’re all from the east, and we were pushed off course a few weeks ago by a rogue centicore.”



I wondered if it was the same one that had attacked the village the day I’d arrived.



“How far away is the dungeon from here?” I asked.



“Only two days more on foot,” he said. “We plan on staying here for two nights and then setting off on the second morning.”



“I can’t believe there’s been a dungeon so close by this entire time and none of us knew,” Jacob said.



“If word gets out about it then,” Anne said. “Who knows how many more visitors we’ll get in the village. We might actually get some new faces more often than every few months when someone makes a wrong turn.”



“I hope not,” Kate said as she appeared and placed an ale in front of Aldous. “That would mean more customers to serve.”



“Hello, Kate,” Anne said. “This here is one of them travelers who came through.”



“Nice to meet you,” Kate said to Aldous, then reached a hand around to Anne’s back, presumably to stroke the baby’s head or some other caring gesture. “And hello to you, little Plague.”



“You have a fine establishment here,” Aldous said to Kate.



“We do our best,” she replied. “I hear you’re heading to a dungeon?”



“Yes, we are,” he said. “According to the journal we have about it, the main enemies are ghosts.”



“Ghosts?” I gulped. I straightened myself up when I realized how much I’d just sounded like Scooby-Doo.



“Can you even… kill a ghost?” Kate asked. “How do you plan on protecting yourselves?”



“True, you cannot kill a ghost,” Aldous said. “But you can distract or disarm them enough to evade them. And Lena over there has a device from a witch we met in another village that sucks them in and traps them.”



“Can I come with you?” I asked.



If there was an answer for why I was here to be found, then an ancient forgotten dungeon was as good a place to look as any. If nothing else, I could earn some gold and maybe get some more armor or items.



“I will stay out of your way as much as possible,” I said. “I promise.”



Aldous thought about it for some time.



“I’ll have to ask my companions about it,” he said. “But you have a yes from me.”



“I’m grateful,” I said. “I will try to be useful where I can.”



“It will be good to have another summoner on the team,” he said. “But what is Earth summoning? I don’t believe I have ever come across this kind before.”



“Neither has anyone else I’ve met,” I said. “I’ll show you what it is, if you teach me more about summoning in return?”



He again thought for some time, then smiled.



“We have a deal.” He raised his drink, and we clinked our mugs together. “I will ask my group how they feel about you joining, and then return to you tomorrow for a lesson.”



“I have a room in Dean’s Inn,” I said. “If I’m not there, I’ll either be here or in the archive.”



Aldous went back to the table filled with his companions, and Jacob was quick to lean closer to me.



“You’re actually going to a dungeon?” he asked with the utmost enthusiasm. “I’m jealous, I must say.”



“I can ask him if you can come, too, if you want,” I said.



“No, no, no,” he shut that down quickly. “Someone has to stay and watch the village in your absence.”



Anne and Kate laughed at that, and he shot them a fake threatening glare. We had a few more drinks after that, and by our third, Aldous came back over to the table to tell me the others had okayed my participation in the dungeon quest. He smelled strongly of ale, but his composure remained the same as it had been before.



At least someone here could handle their alcohol.



I thought it would be a good idea to have as much energy as possible for my summoning lessons the next day, so I went to bed as soon as I finished my ale. Jacob and Anne tried to get me to stay out a little longer, but I had to focus on my priorities.



Dean had a selection of what looked like various fruits, breads, and cheeses waiting for me on the bedside table when I got back. The cheese couldn’t have been from a cow, goat, or sheep because so far the world seemed to have completely different creatures, but it tasted like most of the cheddar cheeses I’d ever gotten from the grocery store.



I couldn’t stop thinking about learning more about summoning, and no matter how hard I tried to get to sleep, I felt like a kid on Christmas Eve waiting for Santa Claus.



As I laid awake, it occurred to me that I wasn’t sure how summoning really worked in this world. Was it something people were born with? Was it a skill someone could learn from scratch like origami or speaking another language?



I hoped it wasn’t something that only people were born with, or I would look like a fool for not knowing how my powers worked.



My best chance of not looking like I was useless in front of Aldous was to get up early and check the archives for books about summoning before he came to find me. I was about to reach over to set an alarm for early in the morning when I remembered that wasn’t a possibility. No way was I going to use my phone as an alarm when it was almost dead. My only option was to sleep with the curtains open and hope that the sunrise would be enough to wake me up.



The last thought that graced me before I drifted off to sleep was about the squirrels I could summon, and if there might be anything more to them I wasn’t aware of yet.



Just as I’d hoped, I woke up with the sun, then I got dressed and made my way to the archive.



As I walked, I wondered which inn Aldous and the others had stayed in, if there even was another inn. In a village like this one, that was so unused to visitors, it was unlikely they had multiple. If that was the case then it was reasonable to think they were also staying at Dean’s and were still in their rooms.



I wasn’t surprised to see the door to the archive was locked when I got there. I looked around for a hidden key and tried to see if the old door would budge, but it was no use.



Luckily, Jacob had told me where his house was so I could ask him for the key to get in early. I made my way to his house and knocked on his door.



A very tired-looking Jacob with two sleeping children in his arms and little baby Plague wrapped against his back answered the door. As soon as he saw me his eyes widened and some of the sleepiness escaped from them.



“Cole?” he asked in a hushed yet panicked voice. “Is the village under attack? Do we need to evacuate?”



“No, no,” I assured him in just as hushed a voice, but without any of the panic. “I just need the key to the archive. I want to do some reading before I meet Aldous later.”



He breathed out with relief, left the doorway for a few minutes, and then returned alone with a key in his hand.



“This is my spare,” he said. “You can keep it.”



“Thank you so much,” I said.



There was the cry of a child from somewhere in the house, so we said our goodbyes, and then I left.



The spare archive key was rather large and dark gray aside from the rusty bits that left orange marks on my palm.



The door opened with a loud creak, and I quickly went in and locked it behind me.



I flipped through the card-catalog-style book on Jacob’s desk, then took a lantern through the second door.



The books about summoners were in section five, so that’s where I marched to and instantly started to look for one with something like “intro” or “beginner” in the title. I found one titled
 Summoning: The Basics
 and thought that would do.



The book was very heavy, and I had to sit on the floor with it just so I could read it and not be distracted by the threat of dropping it on my toes.



From what I could gather from the old-fashioned way the book was written, there were two ways to become a summoner. For the most part, people trained for years to learn how to be a summoner, and it was impossible to be more than one type of summoner, but very rarely people were born with innate summoning skills. These skills would usually show up in childhood, but there have been cases of adults suddenly having their dormant powers unlocked by a traumatic event.



I couldn’t stop thinking of it as magical PTSD from that moment on.



My plan was to tell Aldous I’d suddenly developed the power as a result of a traumatic goblin attack, which, as far as I knew, wasn’t technically a lie, and I’d leave out the part where I was from another planet, maybe universe.



Until I knew him better, and knew I could trust him, it would be best to not say anything that might end in him thinking I was insane. I doubted the travelers would’ve wanted an insane person going into a dark and dangerous dungeon with them.



I put the book back on its shelf, locked the door again, and went back to the inn for breakfast. As I walked down the hallway to my room, I heard Aldous’ voice through one of the other doors. So they had stayed in the same inn last night.



Back in my room, there wasn’t any food left on my desk, but Dean was scarily quick in noticing my arrival and brought a breakfast tray right to me. This time it was a few thin strips of meat that resembled some sort of bacon, and some fried eggs that had red yolks instead of yellow.



It was vaguely unnerving watching the yolk run down the plate like blood as I popped it, but a red egg was hardly the strangest thing I’d witnessed in Morseen so far.



The food tasted good, and with a full stomach and more knowledge in my head than had been there before, I felt ready for my meeting with Aldous.



I was excited to learn more, and there was a part of me that missed my squirrels and couldn’t wait for a reason to summon them again. They were a nice reminder that Earth still existed outside of this world, and it comforted me to see them. Even when they were tearing monsters into shreds.



I put my armor on and sheathed my sword, and I wasn’t back in my room for that long when Aldous knocked on my door.



“Good morning,” he chimed after I opened the door.



“Good morning,” I said back. “Where shall we go?”



He glanced past me into my room, in an inquisitive way rather than a creepy, stalker way. His eyes narrowed as he analyzed the space, and they widened again when he’d presumably come to a conclusion.



“Your room is bigger than ours, but it is still too confined a space.” He stroked the silver hairs beneath his bottom lip. “Would you be opposed to heading back into the forest?”



“Not at all,” I said. “Lead the way.”



There was still the risk of bumping into the centicore, but with a better-trained summoner with me, I figured I’d be safe enough if it came back.



We made it to the edge of the forest and entered without interruption from any of the village folk.



I showed Aldous to the clearing where I’d gone to practice with my squirrels, but he suggested somewhere near water just to be safe and not risk burning the forest down with his powers. He said he’d seen a small stream a twenty-minute walk from the clearing, so that’s where we headed.



The sun was high in the sky by that point, and the way its light bounced off the water of the stream was a sight to behold.



“This should do just fine,” he said and clapped his hands together. “First things first, show me what Earth summoning is all about.”



“Okay…” I took a few steps away from him and adjusted my stance. “Here goes nothing.”



I willed the portal into existence, but my attempt at making three squirrels hop out ended up causing five squirrels to hop out. They looked around the area and then gazed at me as if they weren’t sure what to do.



“It’s okay, he’s not a threat,” I said to them in regards to Aldous. “You can do what you want for a bit.”



They ran off without hesitation but stayed close enough that I could see them at all times. One splashed their face with the water from the stream, another ate questionable black bugs from the ground, and I couldn’t help but smile at them.



“This is it…” I gestured to each of my fluffy minions. “This is what Earth summoning is… apparently.”



Aldous looked at the squirrels with a slack jaw and eyes that trembled with confusion and curiosity. I was glad he didn’t look at them with fear or try to run away from them. It would be like someone with a fear of the ocean teaching marine biology.



“What are they?” he asked in wonder.



“Squirrels,” I said. “You might’ve heard some people in the village call me Deranged Squirrel Master. This is why.”



“They are magnificent creatures.” He knelt down on the ground and got as close to one of the squirrels as they would allow him to get.



“They are indeed,” I agreed with him.



I wondered what past me would think if he saw present me refer to squirrels as magnificent creatures and not just those things that stole my trail mix when I was asleep.



“And you can control them fully?” he asked. “Will they follow you without question?”



“I think so,” I said. “I’m kind of new at this.”



“Ah, you’re a late bloomer,” Aldous said.



“One moment I was being attacked by goblins,” I said and gestured to my squirrels. “And the next I was surrounded by these little guys.”



“It often happens in situations like that,” he said. “I am intrigued by the uniqueness of your power, though.”



“So am I,” I said.



“If you are ever short on gold then I am sure a rich noble would pay you handsomely to tutor them or their heir in the way of Earth summoning.” He stood up from the ground.



“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.



“I must admit, I’m not sure where to start with the lesson…” he said. “Perhaps I shall start by showcasing my own skills to you, and we can build from there.”



“Sounds good to me,” I said.



He stepped away from the squirrels and held out his right hand. A small flame was born in the center of his palm. It was no bigger than an apple, and it burned a deep orange color.



Normally fire touching someone’s skin would bring at least some kind of yelp of pain out of them, but Aldous didn’t move a muscle. He gazed at the fire almost longingly and smiled as the flames danced.



“It doesn’t hurt?” I asked.



“It tickles a bit,” he said. “But it does not hurt, not anymore.”



“Were you born with these powers or did you learn them?” I asked. “Or were you like me and they just kind of… happened to you?”



“I am self-taught,” he said. “I was a baker, then one day I was attacked when making a delivery. I hated how powerless I felt. I have been studying the ways of fire summoning ever since then.”



He made the fire jump from one hand to the other as he spoke and walked back and forth at a slow pace as he did so.



“I may not be the most skilled tutor you could ask for,” he said. “But I understand what it feels like to want to master something despite not knowing how.”



“In that case, you are the best tutor I could hope for,” I said.



We shared a smile before he snapped the fire away from his hands, and we got back to business.



“More skills will come as you level up, but I can teach you the basic principles,” he said. “The golden rule of summoning is to trust what you summon.”



“I trust my squirrels,” I said.



“But do you?” he asked. “I would have no chance of being a fire summoner if I was afraid it might burn me. So tell me, if one of your squirrels were starving and had their mouth near your flesh, would you worry?”



I thought about it for a few seconds.



“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “I’d like to think they would never hurt me.”



“Thinking and knowing are very different things,” he said. “Call one to you right now.”



“Okay…” I bent over slightly and locked my eyes on the biggest squirrel. “Come here, little fella.”



The squirrel looked at me, looked around for what I assumed was danger or another reason I might want his help, but ultimately remained in place and continued to drink dew from the grass.



“They’re usually so loyal,” I said.



“You are speaking as if you yourself do not believe that the creature will truly listen to you,” he said. “In the heat of a fight, it is easy to think based on raw will and instinct, and that is what the things we summon pay attention to. Will the squirrel over to you. Words are not necessary.”



I straightened my posture and concentrated on what he’d said.



Will the squirrel over. Think the way I had when I was high on adrenaline.



It was easier said than done, but on my third attempt, the squirrel dashed over to me, climbed my body, and perched on my left shoulder.



“That’s more like it,” Aldous said with a smile. “Now will the rest of them to you.”



“The rest of them?” I double-checked.



“If you would not trust them on your person, then why should they fight for you?” he asked.



He had a good point. Loyalty was earned, and so far these squirrels had given me no reason to not trust them. If anything they were one of the main reasons I’d made it this far in this world.



It was easier the second time, and I willed them to me one by one. A small one with a dark tuft of thicker fur behind one ear was the first to come over. They sat on my head but took care to not let their claws dig into my scalp.



The second had a reddish underbelly but a gray back, and it triggered a memory from my childhood of my dad teaching me about a type named fox squirrels. She ran over and settled down on my other shoulder. I couldn’t tell if she was actually a she or not, but in my head, she was for some reason.



“Do you think I should name them?” I asked as the last few climbed up my body and found somewhere to sit or hang onto comfortably.



“That is entirely up to you,” Aldous said. “If it helps you to feel more connected to them, then by all means, go ahead.”



“I’ll think about what might suit them,” I said. “So how big of a fire can you make exactly?”



“I was hoping you’d ask that eventually.” Aldous smirked. “I’d step closer to the water if I were you.”



I did as he suggested and waited to witness the fire show he was preparing to perform, and holy shit, I wasn’t disappointed.
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Aldous left the squirrels and me in awe as he made shapes out of the flames he produced. He started off by making one in the outline of a man the same height as me, then progressed to moving figures. He created a flaming centicore that ran back and forth, and then a small creature that scurried around like a mouse.



“I was trying to recreate one of your squirrels,” Aldous said. “But I may need to familiarize myself with them some more first.”



Our study session would be over soon which was a shame as I was enjoying it a lot.



“Thank you,” I said in a sudden outburst to Aldous. “This has been great.”



“It was a pleasure to share a little something with a new summoner.” He nodded at me.



A high-pitched laugh came from somewhere on the other side of the stream. My head snapped in the direction it came from, and my squirrels’ heads turned a split second later.



“What the fuck was that?” I asked.



I put my hand on the hilt of my sword and prepared myself to will my squirrels into action.



“Pixies,” Aldous said simply. “Irritating little shits. Nocturnal, too.”



The both of us looked at the sky and noticed it was beginning to deepen to a darker shade of blue.



“We’d best be heading back,” Aldous said. “I’m still in debt to a pixie for a round of cards I lost ten years ago.”



He put out his dancing flames, I sent my squirrels back through the portal, and we headed back the way we came.



As we strolled up the main street, people left their houses and places of work and headed to the tavern, but Aldous and I had our sights set on an early night so we were well rested enough for the journey the next day. We arrived back at the inn and went to our separate rooms.



In my room, there was another tray of food and another hot bath waiting for me. I tested the water and it was still a tad too hot for me to fully submerge my body in, so I dove into the food first.



The food was another stew-like dish, but this time instead of having a beefy flavor it reminded me of mushroom soup. I preferred the previous meal, but this one wasn’t bad. I dunked in the bread and spooned the last drops into my mouth, then undressed and lowered myself into the bath.



A love child of anxiety and anticipation coursed through my veins.



There was so much the dungeon might hold, whether it be information or something material like loot. My main concern was the information, after all, that was why I was tagging along with the dungeon-crawlers in the first place. I couldn’t believe that in two days’ time I might actually know how to get home.



As the thought fell into my mind, it didn’t fill me with the same joy it would have two days ago. I thought of going back to Earth, and the next thing in my thoughts was a place where I no longer had a connection with my squirrels.



“Snap out of it, Cole,” I reprimanded myself.



I dunked my head under the water and practiced holding my breath in case the dungeon floor had a tendency to fall away and drop me in dirty water like the ones I’d experienced in the games I played back at home.



Three minutes went by, and I gasped for air on the surface of the bathwater.



“Not too bad,” I said once I finished gulping down breaths. “And stop talking to yourself.”



I realized how counterproductive it was for me to say that and internally face-palmed. I really was becoming the Deranged Squirrel Master.



Unlike the previous night, it wasn’t hard to fall asleep. I was worn out from all the summoning practice, and as soon as I dried off and my head hit the pillow, I was out cold. It didn’t even matter that the mattress was filled with hay.



I woke early in the morning to two people at my door, one being the brawler from the dungeon-crawling party and the other being Aldous.



“Can you carry a heavy pack?” the brawler asked me in a gruff voice.



He was shorter than me, roughly five-foot-six, but he was built like a bodybuilder on a bulk. I fought off the urge to joke “good morning to you, too,” and instead nodded my head yes.



He thrust a large sack filled with what I assumed was food and shelter supplies for the journey into my arms and left the inn without uttering another word.



“He’s friendly,” I said to Aldous.



“As friendly as a rock,” he said. “Are you ready? We need to leave early so we can get as much distance covered in the daylight as possible.”



“I just need to grab my armor and sword and I’ll be right out.” I shut the door and pulled on my armor as fast as possible.



I slid the sword into the scabbard attached to my belt, pulled on my boots, washed my face in the cold tub, and met Aldous outside the inn with the rest of the group.



“What actually is a brawler?” I asked Aldous as the others spoke to each other and looked at an old journal.



“Highly trained fighter specializing in combat without a weapon,” he answered. “Knights are experts with swords, assassins are experts with indirect combat and stealth, archers are pretty self-explanatory, and brawlers can take you out with one punch. This village really is under a rock, isn’t it?”



“It sure is,” I said and was glad I could blame my questions on the village.



“We’re just waiting for the innkeeper to bring us some food to travel with, and then we’ll head off,” he said.



While we waited, I assessed the other members of the group without them noticing.



There was the brawler, who was short, stocky, covered in scars, and had the worst case of resting bitch face I’d ever seen. Next to him was a middle-aged woman with long black hair that stretched down to the small of her back. She was the Lvl 14 elf, and I noticed the tips of pointy ears poking through her hair. They were much smaller than the goblin ears were but just as pointy. She was also an Archivist, but I imagined she was a lot more committed to the role than Jacob was.



“What are their names?” I whispered to Aldous.



He followed my gaze to the group of his companions.



“The brawler is Bruce, he’s the one who found the journal about the dungeon in the first place,” he glanced at each of the people as he spoke. “The woman is Lena, she used to work in the archives of Vesion city in the East. Bruce figured her knowledge would come in handy.”



From that alone I could tell Vesion must’ve made better use of their archives than Larkworth did.



“I’ve never met an elf,” I whispered.



“Just treat them how you’d treat anyone else,” Aldous said. “They have scarily good memories, great agility, and take less damage from poison, but other than that, they’re pretty normal. Unless you go to an elf-only territory, then shit can get rather weird.”



The scarily good memory part intrigued me greatly. Maybe a wise old elf was my key to learning how to get home if the dungeon proved fruitless.



“And lastly we have Tim,” Aldous looked at the skinny blond man on the far right. “He is… kind of useless, but he is very fast and his rich father pretty much funded the first half of our journey. The family runs a distillery, you see. Besides, he’s the only other person we could find who didn’t think the forgotten dungeon was bullshit.”



It read “Distiller” over his head, and I imagined this whole trip was some sort of way to get freedom from being stuck in the family business.



“Nice to know I’m not the weakest link on the team,” I said.



“Trust me.” Aldous slapped a hand on my shoulder. “After what I saw yesterday, you are better to have around than Bruce.”



“Sorry for the wait,” Dean apologized as he ran out of the inn and handed something wrapped in a cloth to each of us. “Thank you all for staying at my humble inn. Good luck on your ventures.”



We put the bundles of food in our packs and followed Bruce’s lead out of the village. The direction we went in was the opposite to the direction of the forest and I physically relaxed at the confirmation I probably wouldn’t be bumping into any of those same goblins again.



Aldous had said the dungeon was a two-day walk from the village, and I was used to hiking for miles upon miles back on Earth for fun, so I wasn’t worried about that.



We’d been outside the outskirts of the village for no more than five minutes when Kate shouted my name from behind.



“Kate?” I spun around in confusion. “What are you doing?”



“I just…” She stopped running, took three deep breaths, and calmed herself. “I just wanted to tell you that even if you find what you’re looking for in the dungeon, you’ll always be welcome back in Larkworth.”



Her eyes scanned the surrounding area, and the wonder in them was undeniable.



“Are you okay?” I asked and rested a hand on her upper arm.



“Yeah, yeah,” she shook her head a little as if bringing herself back to the present. “I just realized this might be the furthest I’ve ever been outside the village. It’s a little overwhelming.”



I smiled at her and watched as she took in the surroundings. It was ironic really, I was the one in the different world, and she was the one who felt the most freedom in that moment.



“I appreciate it,” I said. “I have to continue before I lose sight of the others. Make sure you return to the village safely.”



“I will.” She smiled softly. “As long as you stay safe, too.”



I nodded and watched for a moment to make sure she ran off in the direction of the village and didn’t take any detours. When she was out of sight, I continued the way I’d been walking and caught back up to the group of dungeon-crawlers in no time.



“Was that the barmaid?” Aldous asked.



The two of us walked side by side at the back of the group while Bruce trudged ahead of everyone with the journal in his rough hands.



“It was,” I said. “She was letting me know I’ll always have a place in the village regardless of how this trip turns out.”



“I see,” he said. “Are the two of you…”



“Definitely not,” I assured him. “I have way too much on my plate right now to even think about anything like that.”



“If you say so.” He picked a long stick off the ground and continued on with it as a makeshift walking staff. “But take this advice from an old man. Sometimes things don’t need to be thought about, they just need to be done.”



“Okay, Rafiki,” I laughed and instantly regretted it.



“Who is Rafiki?” Aldous asked.



“Just an old friend,” I lied. “Never mind.”



After two hours of walking through vast fields and sparse wooded areas, we approached a thicker forest with a stream cutting directly through the middle of it.



“What do the maps say about this place?” Bruce asked Lena, who was already unfolding a map in front of her.



“As long as we follow the stream we should come out right where we need to,” she said.



“Does it say anything about potential creatures?” Aldous asked her.



She furrowed her brows as she looked closer at where we were on the map.



“There have been sightings of golems,” Lena said. “But they should all be hibernating at this time of year.”



“Good to hear,” Bruce grumbled. “I wasn’t in the mood for punching any living rocks today.”



We pushed through into the forest, and from the sights alone, it looked much the same as the forest I’d already experienced. At first glance, it looked like a deciduous forest, but the foliage was different enough to create an uncanny, almost eerie feeling inside me.



“Do you think we will be setting up camp inside the forest?” I asked the group.



No one bothered to answer me apart from Aldous.



“I imagine we should be out of here before nightfall,” he said.



I leaned in a little closer to Aldous and spoke in his ear.



“Do they have a problem with me?” I asked. “Are you sure they said I could come along?”



“They allowed your participation, I can assure you of that,” he whispered back to me. “But they are not enthusiastic about the potential of you asking for an unfair share of the loot after the whole thing is over.”



“I don’t want more than what I earn for myself,” I said. “All I want is to explore the dungeon for knowledge, that’s my main goal.”



“They are not a trusting bunch,” Aldous said with an understanding nod. “It was week three of our travels when Bruce finally told us all his name.”



A deep rattling sound shook the trees around us and caused fruit and sticks to rain down. I covered my head with my arms and faced Aldous to see if it looked like he knew what the hell was going on.



“Is that an Earth… um… Morseenquake?” I shouted over the noise.



The shaking and the rumbling died down, and Bruce picked up multiple pieces of fruit off the ground to shove in his mouth and his pack.



“There is a golem nearby,” Lena said. “That is the sound of them sleeping, but we should move swiftly regardless.”



“Wait a second,” I said to Lena. “So that sound was like a snore?”



“Yes, summoner,” she said. “Golems hibernate in the spring and summer months and roam during the autumn and winter months.”



“Why is that?” I asked.



It was strange that something would hibernate in the warm part of the year and be productive in the cold part. More and more of this odd world intrigued me every day.



“Golems do not eat,” she said in a stern teacher voice. “They regenerate by connecting to the ground beneath us. They join themselves to Morseen, share her life, and when the cold months come, they give that life back to Morseen by mating with other golems.”



“That’s actually kinda beautiful,” I said.



“Just wait until you see one,” Bruce chuckled.



We stopped beside the stream to drink some water and rest our legs for half an hour or so, and then we walked on again.



It was like Bruce had spat on our luck because not ten minutes after our break were we forced to halt again.



Laying on a patch of stone beside the stream, a creature made entirely out of the same stone was enjoying a deep sleep. It was hard to tell how big it might be while it was lying curled up on its side, but it definitely wasn’t a small creature, maybe the size of a donkey.



It was so rock-like I could barely make out the features of its face. There was a deep crack that I assumed was some sort of mouth but other than that it might as well have been a pile of rocks that coincidentally managed to look like a torso, arms, legs, and a head. The stats above its head said Lvl 02, but that didn’t make the sight of it any less spectacular.



“I expected them to be bigger,” Tim whispered.



“This one is just a child,” Lena said in just as quiet of a tone. “Isn’t it magnificent?”



“Very,” I said.



“Maybe we should kill it while it’s sleeping and take the XP,” Bruce said. “Summoner, give me your sword.”



“No,” I snapped without hesitation. “The creature’s asleep and no threat to us.”



“Come on, it’s a monster,” he persisted. “Help me kill it and I promise not to accidentally hit you when we’re fighting in the dungeon later.”



“I think I prefer my chances of dodging you,” I said.



“A sword and a punch-drunk idiot won’t kill it anyway,” Lena jumped in. “The worst you’ll do is wake it up, and trust me, none of us want that.”



“Well, how do you kill it?” Bruce asked.



“I’m not going to tell you,” Lena said. “I’m on the new summoner’s side with this one.”



Bruce huffed in irritation and then stormed around the sleeping golem to keep on following the stream.



“Is he always like that?” I asked Aldous as we followed on.



“Unfortunately,” he said. “There hasn’t been one thing we’ve encountered that he hasn't thought he could kill.”



The day went on and eventually bloomed into a clear night.



We stopped at the outskirts of the forest and laid down blankets while Aldous summoned a fire to keep us warm. It was hard to imagine how these people had spent weeks together already when they’d made their temporary beds as far away from each other as possible.



I put mine a yard away from Aldous, and together, we inspected the food Dean had given us in the cloth bundles. We each had a roll of crusty bread, a hunk of cheese, and two hard-boiled eggs. I took a bite into one, but I wasn’t surprised when the yolk was bright red instead of orange.



I toasted the bread over the fire and ate half of it along with half of the cheese. Aldous and I shared some idle chatter before drifting off to sleep, and when we awoke with the sunrise, it was right back to walking again.



Nothing eventful happened the next day, which gave me a good chance to witness the terrain of Morseen without any interruptions. The feeling of walking for so long without spotting even the slightest hint of other humans was so amazing. When I would camp on Earth I would at least stumble across an old firepit or a little litter, but this terrain was untouched.



The second day came to a close as night descended on us again, but this time we didn’t set up our camp right away.



“Are we not stopping?” Tim asked.



“This should be where the dungeon entrance is,” Bruce said. “But I don’t see it anywhere.”



“Me, neither,” Lena said.



Everyone started to search the surrounding area, and I joined in even though I didn’t know what exactly I was looking for.



We’d searched deep into the night when we decided to reconvene and light a fire.



“I can’t believe it, all this way for nothing,” Bruce grunted. “Fucking typical.”



“It’ll be somewhere,” Lena said. “It’ll just be well hidden after decades of no one finding it.”



“What if something has grown over the entrance, and we can’t get to it?” Tim asked.



“We have a fire summoner,” Lena said. “A little ivy isn’t something we need to worry about.”



“I should’ve killed that golem,” Bruce said. “At least then something good would have come out of following this damn journal.”



“If you tried killing that golem, we would all be dead,” Aldous pitched in. “Mother golems can tell when their offspring wake up from hibernation and when they’re in distress.”



“They can’t be that hard to fight,” Bruce said. “They’re just stone. I walk on that shit every day.”



He picked up a pebble from the ground and skimmed it across the grass.



“See?” He pointed at where the pebble landed. “Didn’t even put up a fight.”



“A little different to fighting a golem,” Lena said.



Bruce picked up a fist-sized stone from the ground and threw it to the same place as the pebble. There was a small crunching noise, but no one seemed to notice it but me.



“Did you guys hear that?” I asked the group.



“It’s the fire crackling,” Bruce said. “Have you never heard a fire before?”



“I’m well acquainted with fire.” I scowled at him. “But that wasn’t it.”



I stood up and went over to where the bigger rock had landed.



“Are the rocks speaking to you?” Bruce asked in a mocking tone. “Do they remind you of your precious baby golem?”



I traced a space on the ground where grass had grown over the collections of dirt that had collected over the stone through the years, and I knocked on it like it was a door. There was a hollow echo inside, and I whipped around to the group to see if they were thinking what I was thinking.



They all looked at me with blank eyes apart from Aldous who watched me with deep intrigue.



“I think this might be the entrance,” I said. “It’s like the stone has somehow grown over it.”



“Stone can’t grow, dipshit,” Bruce laughed. “Why did we invite this guy?”



I ignored his quips and turned back to the ground I was inspecting. I tested the hollowness again, then grabbed the bigger rock and backed up slightly.



With as much force as I could muster, I threw the rock down and watched as it crashed through the ground and more stone crumbled in after it. The moment the stone barrier fell in, words appeared above the hole like our stat bars appeared above our heads.



Sorrow’s Stronghold:
 Hard



“I can’t explain it, either.” I smiled. “But this has to be it.”



“I thought the journal said this dungeon was Normal difficulty?” Tim asked.



“With all the time it’s had free of dungeon-crawlers it must’ve evolved somehow,” Lena said. “How fascinating.”



“Hard dungeons are suggested for Lvls 16 to 30, right?” I asked.



The fear of going into a harder dungeon than I was prepared for threatened to overflow from me, but I’d come too far to turn back now, and if it might be the only way for me to return home, then did I really have a choice?



“Yes,” Lena said. “But that’s more of a guideline, and the math gets a little wonky when you have a group like us. We should be able to handle a Hard dungeon, so long as we work together.”



I couldn’t believe I’d found the dungeon even though I didn’t have a clue what a dungeon entrance might look like. Aldous and Lena joined me and looked down into the hole.



“Clever work, lad,” Aldous said to me. “I say we have a bite to eat then lower ourselves down.”



Lena got down on her knees and felt along the crumbled sides of the hole with her fingers.



“The stone is almost frail somehow,” she said in a low tone as if to herself.



Her fingers found a bigger crack that spiked out to the left of the hole and followed that until she came to a boulder lodged in the ground that was roughly the size of a dresser.



“I know what it is!” she yelped out in happiness.



She leaped back to us and pointed from the hole I’d made to the boulder.



“It’s a dead golem,” she said. “It must have been here for decades, it might even be the reason the dungeon went missing in the first place. It appears it died in hibernation over the entrance, but now it’s decomposing, and that’s why the rock broke through.”



“They can decompose?” Bruce asked in a voice leaking with skepticism. “Rock can’t decompose.”



“It can’t grow and mate, either,” Lena said. “But golems aren’t the same as a pebble you might find. They’re imbued with power the same way our summoners are, only the power is innate within their being and not a skill to wield.”



“That’s so interesting,” I said. “To think we were sitting next to a corpse this entire time.”



“How morbid,” Tim squeaked.



Tim had a general look of sickliness about him, but now his skin was somehow even paler, and his lips were tight as if he was trying to hold back a gag.



“It’s okay, Tim,” I assured him. “It doesn’t look like there are any rotting organs or juicy skeletons to worry about.”



“I know,” he said. “But now that we’ve found the entrance it finally feels real. I’m going to go into a dungeon.”



“Here.” I gave him my dagger from the goblins.



He already had a dagger of his own, but two were better than one, and his face lit up with a little more confidence as he added another one to his belt.



His class wasn’t any kind of fighter, he was basically a brewery employee, so it must’ve been intimidating for him to be the only normal dude there. I could relate to that feeling, and I hoped he would find the place where he felt most useful and appreciated eventually.



We all ate some more food from our packs while we sat around the fire, and we were all too paralyzed with anticipation to speak.



I couldn’t think about anything other than what we might find in the dungeon, or what might find us first. The dungeon had started as a mystery to me, but the fact that it had somehow evolved in difficulty was fucking weird. But so far, it was the best chance I had to improve my situation in Morseen. I couldn’t go on living off the kindness of strangers in Larkworth forever. Hell, even if their generosity continued, I didn’t want to live like that.



And as far as I could tell, a dungeon was my best bet to learn about what insane magic had brought me here in the first place.



It occurred to me suddenly, that I was more preoccupied with finding out why I was here than I was with finding a way home.



When the food was done we all secured our packs outside the dungeon and then stood in a circle around the hole.



“Who wants to go first?” Lena asked.



“Not me, that’s for sure,” Tim was quick to say.



I kept quiet, not because I was opposed to going first, but because I knew Bruce would demand that he got to.



Just like I’d expected, Bruce stomped on the ground to make the hole bigger to fit his wide body.



“Wait, wait, wait,” I stopped him before he started to lower himself down. “We should test the distance first. You don’t want to fall and break your legs, do you?”



I found another rock and dropped it down into the hole. It didn’t take long to hit the ground at all and the sound of it clattering down was clear enough to show us that the drop wasn’t a dangerous one.



Without thanking me for looking out for his safety, Bruce went back to the hole and held the sides as he put his legs through. He took a deep breath as he sat on the edge, and then he unceremoniously shuffled off and disappeared into the hole.



He landed with a much louder thud than the rock had, and then it was completely silent.



“Are you alright down there, Bruce?” Aldous called down. “Still alive?”



There was a moment more of silence, but then Bruce called up, and his voice echoed in the dungeon.



“It’s so dark down here!” he yelled. “Aldous, get your ass down here so I can see what the fuck everything is!”



Aldous laughed at his desperation and lowered himself into the hole. He landed with a lighter thud than Bruce, and almost instantly the darkness within the hole was illuminated by a small fire burning in his palm.



Lena motioned for me to go next, and I wasn’t about to deny myself the mysteries below any longer. I sat on the edge of the hole and touched the jagged stone at the sides as I mentally prepared myself to drop down into an abyss of forgotten knowledge and who knew what else.



One push later, and there was no going back.
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 Chapter 6



I hit the ground and landed like every superhero in every movie. It wasn’t the best for my knees, but I felt like a fucking beast doing it.



I backed away from the landing space to make room for Lena to come down next, and her legs dangled over the side before she dropped carefully without landing on me.



While I waited for her and Tim to come down, I looked around at everything Aldous’ fire illuminated.



The dungeon wasn’t as big as I’d assumed it would be, but that was a comfort rather than a downfall. If the space was bigger then the potential for something coming out of the darkness and attacking us was also bigger.



The walls and floors were made of the same dark stone as the ground above, but it had chiseled patterns like it was manmade.



I made a mental note to look into how dungeons came to be the next time I was in the archive.



Deep green moss and other dark, thick slimes grew up the walls and in piles in the corners of the room. The air was damp in my lungs, and the dank smell was horrendous.



On the far right side of the room, there was a small wooden door that was rotting at the edges and barely clinging to its hinges.



Bruce trudged over to it and tore it fully away from the wall.



The old, wet wood practically disintegrated in his hands, and he knocked away the remnants.



Despite Aldous being the one with the light source, Bruce insisted that he be the one who took point before we filed through the door. Aldous followed close behind him, and his fire lit up the area in front but left a Bruce-shaped shadow in the way.



The door led us down a narrow corridor that Bruce struggled to squeeze his bulky body through. I was at the back of the line, and Tim was in front of me. He hadn’t landed correctly upon entering the dungeon, and his palms were scuffed and red.



“You should keep an eye on those scrapes,” I said. “If there was one place that would give you an infection, then it’s somewhere like this.”



Bruce pushed his body out through the end of the corridor followed by Aldous. Without the light of his fire, it was suddenly pitch black in the stone corridor, and I prayed I didn’t step in a pile of that mysterious slime.



On the far end of the corridor there was a room bigger than the first one, but in terms of looks it was exactly the same, minus the door on the right side and the hole in the ceiling.



“Surely this can’t be the end of the dungeon,” Bruce said. “Where are the monsters? Where’s the loot?”



We scanned the room, and I noticed the floor was made of interlocking stone tiles.



“One of these stones must lift up to reveal another entrance,” Aldous said. “I’ve encountered a dungeon like this before with a fake ending to trick raiders into leaving before they’ve even started.”



“Okay then.” Bruce pointed at us and then pointed to the floor. “Get to looking.”



“Didn’t you say there were supposed to be ghosts in this dungeon?” I asked Aldous as we tried to turn up pieces of the floor bit by bit.



So far, the most threatening part of the dungeon was the disgusting slime and mold, and while I was thankful that was the most of our worries, I wanted to know if there were any surprises I should be expecting.



“The journal said there would be ghosts here,” Aldous said. “But who knows what’s changed after all this time in isolation.”



“Ghosts have been noted to fall into periods of meditative states after a long time of no contact with the living,” Lena educated us as she turned up some more floor plates. “Being dead, lonely, and bored does things to you. We might not even need to worry about the ghosts at all.”



“I like the sound of that,” Bruce said. “But it won’t matter if there’s ghosts or not if we can’t find our way to the next fucking floor.”



There was a loud gasp from Tim that echoed around the room. We all snapped our heads in his direction and relaxed when we saw he was just frightened by a few bugs under the piece of flooring he’d overturned.



“Is little Timmy afraid of a few bugs?” Bruce mocked.



Tim wiped his hands on his shirt and looked at the bugs with a mixture of disgust and trepidation. Another yelp bounced off the walls, but this time the sound originated from Lena.



“There’s more over here,” she said. “I’ve never seen bugs like these before.”



“It’s a fucking untouched dungeon,” Bruce huffed. “Of course it’s going to have bugs.”



I wasn’t opposed to dealing with a few bugs because if they were anything like ants or ladybugs from Earth then the worst they could do was give people the heebie-jeebies, but Lena’s comment about how she’d never seen bugs like these before alarmed me.



“Umm, guys…” Tim said in a trembling voice.



I was about to look at him again, but I didn’t have to.



Millions of bugs of different colors and shapes crawled out of every single crack and gap in the stone around us. They didn’t look like any bugs I knew, and they were at least three times bigger than a standard cockroach. They had a ridiculous number of legs like millipedes, hard exoskeletons like ants, and fangs like a spider.



Were they bugs or fucking aliens? Wait, was I considered an alien in this world? There was no time to think about that now.



The bugs crawled at us, and once again proved the point that hordes made everything significantly more terrifying no matter what the size of the individual creature was.



Bruce, Lena, and Tim stepped on them, but there were too many, and soon the critters got a grip on their shoes and started to make their way up their bodies.



Aldous threw fire at as many of them as he could, but he couldn’t take the bugs off of the others without burning them, too, and the already small, underground room would rapidly run out of oxygen from the flames. Tiny, controlled flames were better to keep us all from suffocating to death.



The fire seemed to only injure the bugs anyway. Their exoskeletons must’ve provided enough protection, and they continued attacking despite being thrown off by Aldous’ flames.



Squirrels were omnivores, and if they could take on a horde of goblins then a horde of freaky dungeon bugs should be a piece of cake for them.



Summoning was becoming easier, and a few seconds later, out came my army of twenty furry soldiers. The biggest one was the first through and I willed him to go for the biggest bug that was currently clinging onto Lena’s leg.



He obeyed me instantly and leaped on the bug trying to bite Lena.



My squirrel tore the big bug away from her and snapped the thing in half. He bit into the upper half of the bug like it was a burrito and chewed as he fought off the other smaller bugs that came at him.



The rest of the squirrels followed his lead and bit and clawed at the insects.



It was a grotesque massacre of tiny skittering creatures, and my squirrels chittered with an alarming level of glee as they feasted on the bugs.



I continued to stomp on more bugs as my squirrel army tore heads off thoraxes and ripped wings from the beetles until the insect population in the room had halved.



I noticed some of the bugs had dropped small gold coins, stones, and other random things among the XP. I bent down to pick up a coin but before I touched it there was a chiming sound and it disappeared. The coins near it had disappeared, too, and for just a second “5 Gold” appeared in the corner of my vision. I checked my pockets, but the coins weren’t there. It had to have disappeared into some kind of inventory.



I’d have to figure out how to retrieve the gold later, but it beat having to carry around a sack of heavy coins.



The bugs on Tim, Lena, and Bruce turned to focus on fighting the squirrels, and they mercifully crawled away from the dungeon-crawlers’ lower limbs. My companions started to stomp on the bugs and grind them into the rocky dungeon floor with fervor.



It was a bloodbath, or a bug-bath I could say, as the squirrels battled the bugs.



It felt like I was watching a very strange parody of World War I trench warfare documentaries.



I stepped on and squished as many bugs as I could, but one with particularly large fangs sunk them into the toe of my left boot and refused to release it.



I was about to use my other foot to try and kick and scrape it off, but the big squirrel beat me to it and did the honors himself.



He gripped the bug by one of its fangs and smashed it back and forth against the floor like The Hulk slamming Loki around in Tony Stark’s penthouse. I was half expecting him to say “puny god” after he was done.



The whole fight was so surreal to watch it felt like it was over so fast. The bug corpses littered the floor in half-eaten chunks, and the squirrels made good use of the buffet they’d worked hard for. The biggest one sat on my shoulder and finished off the lower half of some bug he’d killed.



That was when I decided to name him Bug.



There was a soft tingling in the tattoo on my forearm that spread up to my bicep and then flowed into my chest like a stream of sensory stimulation within my skin. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, but it was wildly unfamiliar.



The tingles grew in intensity and reminded me of the feeling of champagne on my tongue. They reached the height of their intensity, and the almost overwhelming feeling flushed out of me as a glorious, golden light lit up my vision. The whole thing only lasted for about two seconds, but I could still sense a shadow of the feeling after.



The tingles originated from my tattoo, so I brought up my stats to see if anything had changed.



I was now a Lvl 02. I could’ve jumped in excitement, but I didn’t want to risk landing in a pile of bug guts.



“What the fucking fuck are those things you summoned?” Bruce shouted.



“They are his loyal beasts,” Aldous answered on my behalf. “They have helped us. That is all that matters.”



“How am I supposed to trust he won’t use them against us?” Bruce asked.



He squared up to me, or he tried to at least. His head came up to my chest, and I held myself back from laughing for the sake of his ego.



“I don’t care if you trust me or not.” I spoke down to him. “But if it bothers you that much, I could always leave, but good luck getting past any more of those bugs without me.”



I didn’t plan on actually leaving, but I turned around for dramatic effect.



“Fine,” Bruce spat out before I could even take one step away. “But if I even get one small sense that you’re planning something against us, I won’t hesitate to punch your lights out.”



Bug the squirrel finished chewing and stared at Bruce as he licked the juice from around his mouth. Bruce backed away without another word.



Bruce clearly wasn’t overjoyed by my powers, but Lena was eyeing up Bug and the other squirrels like they were science experiments.



“Such bloodthirsty creatures, will they not attempt to eat us?” she asked.



“Not unless I tell them to,” I said. “But I think they’re pretty full now anyway.”



“May I?” She held out her hand to Bug.



I wasn’t sure how the squirrels might respond to another person, especially one when their goal wasn’t to kill it, but I willed Bug to Lena nonetheless. He was skeptical at first, but after another urging from me, he hopped from my shoulder to her hand.



“He is heavier than I imagined,” she said as she inspected him from a closer angle.



Bug inspected her in return and sniffed the skin of her palm.



“Enough with the weird thing,” Bruce said. “We should get going.”



“I hate to agree with him, but this time he’s right,” Aldous said.



“Moving where?” I asked as Bug came back to perch on my shoulder. “We still haven’t found the entrance to the second floor…”



The words melted in my mouth as something past Bruce caught my eye, and I looked past him at a space on the floor that had previously been a flat slab of stone.



“There.” I pointed to it. “It must’ve been triggered during the fight.”



Lena went over and confirmed that it led further down and that there was also a ladder attached.



Bruce pushed past her and started his descent down the ladder.



“Does he just enjoy being plunged into darkness?” I asked Aldous.



“Not as much as he likes being first,” Aldous replied.



“No wonder he doesn’t have a girlfriend,” I muttered to myself.



Aldous was next down the ladder, but because he had to focus on climbing down without falling he couldn’t produce any light for the rest of us.



I thanked my squirrels, sent them back through the portal, and was last down the ladder.



We couldn’t see how long the ladder was or where each rung was in the darkness, so we all remained silent as we blindly made our way down.



The drop went a lot further down than the first entrance, far enough that falling could be fatal, and judging by the echo from Tim’s cough, the room around us was much bigger than the last.



At one point, Lena yelped in pain, followed by a quick “sorry” from Tim, so I assumed he’d climbed too fast and stepped on her head or something of the sort.



“We’ve got to be getting close to the bottom soon,” Lena called into the darkness.



“Can you see anything down there yet, Bruce?” I asked.



“Not a damn thing,” Bruce called up to us.



“Everyone stop moving for a moment,” Aldous instructed us. “I will light us up for a moment.”



I couldn’t see him through the two people on the ladder between me and him, but he must’ve held on by one hand as his other birthed a flame. The darkness surrounding us scattered and what it revealed was almost enough to make us all let go of the ladder in fear.



Pale, slightly translucent bodies hung from the walls and ceilings like bats. Their bodies were positioned every which way, some upside down, some sideways, some right-side up as if gravity meant nothing to them at all. They didn’t flinch at the light, and from what I could make out, their eyes were closed and they were all in some sort of sleep-like state. They probably would’ve stayed asleep, too, if it wasn’t for Tim’s scream of terror.



“Aaaah!” he shrieked.



The ghosts’ eyes shot open, and their faces twisted into expressions of agony and fury. They detached themselves from their resting places and flew at us. A harsh wind grew to life in the room, and I clung to the rungs of the ladder for dear life.



Aldous’ flame was extinguished, and all five of us scrambled down the ladder as fast as we could.



Engulfed in darkness again, the presence of the ghosts around us was even more bone-chillingly terrifying than the sight of them.



The force of the wind pushed against me, and an extra cold, extra powerful gust pushed beneath me followed by an eerie moaning. It was followed by an elongated scream from Tim that was punctuated by an ugly thump against the ground below us.



“Tim!” I yelled.



“That means the ground is close!” Bruce shouted.



Of course, that was all he cared about after Tim hit the floor.



Bruce and Aldous made it to the floor, and the fire summoner lit up the area. The ghosts were swarming above us in a whirlpool of misty limbs and howling groans.



“Where’s Tim?” I asked as I stepped off the last rung of the ladder.



Aldous waved his new flame around until I spotted Tim’s foot poking out of the darkness the light didn’t reach.



“There’s a door over there,” Bruce pointed forward. “Come on.”



Bruce and Lena set off at a run toward the door while Aldous and I stayed by the ladder. The ghosts flew faster in their whirlpool, and a sickening feeling that they were charging up some sort of attack came over me.



“I’m sorry, Cole,” Aldous said. “But he was likely killed by the fall. He is not moving.”



Regardless of what the most likely outcome was, I had to see if there was a chance I could save him. I didn’t spare the others another glace and sprinted to where Tim’s body was.



“Get over here, old man!” Bruce bellowed at Aldous. “Are the ghosts above us not enough dead people for you?”



Aldous ran to the door, and the area surrounding me was shrouded in darkness. I grabbed Tim’s ankle, pulled him closer to me, and felt around for his face. There was a slight breath against my palm.



He was alive.



A sense of betrayal from Aldous came over me until a small flame in the shape of a squirrel hopped over to where I was crouched beside Tim. Aldous hadn’t betrayed me after all, he must have wanted to get to a safe space before he helped me.



I put Tim’s arm around me and lugged him onto my back. The fire-squirrel led me through the darkness, and I followed it as fast as I could, which wasn’t very fast considering I had a full-grown man on my shoulders.



The ghosts flung themselves out of the whirlpool toward me.



I made as much of an effort as I could to increase my speed, but there was nothing I could do. The ghosts rocketed at me like homing missiles, and the only thing I could do was hold my sword above my face and hope it would accomplish something to protect me.



My eyes were glued to the ground, the wind grew colder and stronger around me as the ghosts flew closer, but several seconds went by and nothing happened at all.



Was I dead? Did the ghosts kill me?



I lifted my eyes from the ground, and from where my hand was outstretched with my sword, a thin, glass-like shield stretched above me and Tim.



The ghosts floated in the air on the other side of my shield and watched me with deadly eyes.



I was excited to check my stats later and see what had happened, but for now, my main objective was hauling Tim to safety.



The fire-squirrel led us to the doorway, and I kept the shield up until we were securely on the other side.



Aldous slammed the door behind me.



“Ghosts can’t go through doors?” I gasped between heavy breaths.



“These doors appear to have an enchantment on them, confining the ghosts to separate territories,” Lena said as she traced a delicate hand along the door frame.



I set Tim against the wall of the wider corridor we were now in and patted him lightly on the chest to bring him back to consciousness. His body shook as he woke up, and he backed away from me as flight-or-fight came over him.



“Relax,” I shushed. “It’s just us.”



Tim steadied his breathing, and Aldous looked him over for any injuries other than a concussion.



As they did that, I checked my stats and saw that something new had been added.



Defense:
 Energy shield



I must’ve not noticed it before because of Lena’s reaction to my squirrels. Amazement at having pulled it out on instinct coursed through me, and I was glad I’d been able to call it up, even if I didn’t know it was possible.



Survival instincts were an insane thing, and they seemed intrinsically connected to magic in Morseen.



Aldous said Tim had a lot of bruising and would need to have his shoulder checked out once we were out of there, but he was able to walk.



Bruce sped down the corridor with Lena while Aldous and I walked at Tim’s pace.



I was sure their plan was to get to whatever loot they hoped would be on the other side as quickly as possible, but in their haste, they failed to notice a loose plate on the floor.



There was a loud snap, and then piece by piece the floor started to crumble from behind us, and it grew closer by the second.



“Run!” I screamed.



I grabbed Tim and helped him to move faster so he didn’t end up dying right after I’d already saved his life once.



Bruce, Lena, and Aldous made it through the next doorway, and Tim and I were left alone in the corridor.



“Hurry up!” Bruce screamed.



If I wasn’t so busy trying not to die, I might have been touched by his sudden compassion.



There was just a small stretch left, and I made a split-second decision and shoved Tim ahead of me with all my strength. Luckily, he made it to the doorway unharmed, and Aldous dragged him out of the way for me.



But it was too late, and the floor crumbled under my boots.



My back slammed into a hard surface, and then I tumbled down some kind of slope. My eyes closed to protect me from dirt and stone as I scraped to a stop at the bottom. I opened them as I picked myself up and steadied myself on my feet.



The presence of light in the area was a pleasant surprise.



Blue-flame torches on the walls on either side of me lit up the tunnel I was in. The fire was so hot, I could feel it on my skin despite not being near enough to it, and I started to sweat.



I unsheathed my sword as I crept along just in case, and the blue light against the blade was captivating to watch.



I prepared myself for ghosts, bugs, or any other kind of monster to dive out of nowhere and attack me while I was alone, but nothing came.



The first thing I came across was a skeleton covered in cobwebs slouched against the right wall. After I checked that it wasn’t a form of living-dead creature like the ghosts, I resheathed my sword and crouched in front of the skeleton.



“I wonder how long you’ve been down here?” I asked out loud.



The scarce remains of clothes hung from its yellowed bones, and a dull strip of leather poked out from its hip. I turned the skeleton around and found a sword hidden behind it.



Ancient Sword:
 +3 physical damage



I checked my stats as I touched the hilt, and it was better than my current sword, so I left the knight’s sword in my sheath for now and firmly grasped the ancient sword.



It slid easily out of the skeleton’s belt, but of course life wouldn’t let me have it that easy. As the sword was released from the skeleton’s possession so was a ghost. It emerged from the bones in a swirl of mist and formed together to create the figure of a man with that same furious yet pained look hammered onto his features.



He moaned like the other ghosts had and stretched out his long arms as he flew at me. The instinct to protect myself bubbled up inside me, and I held out my hand with the intention of doing just that. The shield formed in front of me, and my sense of power and security grew as it did. I didn’t look away this time, and stood my ground as the ghost came at me.



The ghost stopped before he even attempted to get through the shield. He made eye contact with me, and the ghastly expression on his face was pushed aside in place of hysterical laughter.



“You looked so scared!” The ghost weezed and clutched where his stomach once was. “I thought you were going to piss yourself, you looked so scared.”



“You’re a fucking ghost!” I yelled back. “Of course I was scared, I thought you were going to kill me.”



“My apologies, human,” he said as his laughter died down. “After however long alone I couldn’t help but create a little excitement.”



“Were the other ghosts just joking, too?” I asked. “The ones in the other room?”



“Oh, no, they really do want to either kill or possess you,” he said. “So that shield of yours is a good thing to have around.”



“Why don’t you want to kill me?” I asked.



“I was a grave digger before I died,” he said. “I had already accepted death long before I died, but those guys up there aren’t too thrilled about the fact that they’re dead.”



I realized I was still clutching his sword and held it out for him, although I had no idea if he could actually grab onto it or not.



“I’m sorry for stealing your weapon,” I said. “I didn’t know it was still in use.”



“It’s not,” the ghost said. “You can have it. I don’t need it. I’m dead.”



Now that the sorrowful expression was gone from his face, I could make out his features a little better. Wisps of misty hair fell down to his shoulders and a long beard covered the bottom half of his face.



“My name is Clive.” The ghost held out his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”



“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too, Clive,” I said. “And thank you for not killing me.”



“Anytime,” he said.



“My name is Cole,” I said.



It could’ve been the fact he was a ghost that made me feel uneasy, but I couldn’t escape the idea that he was analyzing something about me.



“My, my, how the world has changed,” he said. “You look wildly different from what people used to look like.”



“How long have you been down here exactly?” I asked.



“Hey, everyone knows you don’t ask a ghost their age,” he said.



For a second, I couldn’t tell if he was serious or joking, but then he laughed, and my confusion left me.



“I stopped counting after the first few decades,” he said. “So, tell me, Cole, where do you hail from? Your accent is… unplaceable.”



“I’ve been getting that a lot lately,” I said. “I’m actually from somewhere pretty far away.”



“Do tell. I was quite the traveled man before, well… you know.” He slid his finger over his neck to mimic getting his throat cut.



That made me wonder how he’d died, but I didn’t want to risk asking him a question that actually was offensive.



“Have you ever heard of a place called Earth?” I asked.



“Earth…” he turned the word around in his mouth. “No, no, I don’t think I have. Is it a new settlement?”



“It’s sort of a completely different world,” I finally pushed out of my mouth.



Trust this world to make me paranoid that a talking dead man would think the idea of another planet was too outlandish.



“You don’t say,” he said the words as if he was far away inside his own head thinking. “And when was this other world discovered? There was so much of Morseen left to be discovered when I was alive the idea that people may eventually try to explore the sky above never occurred to me.”



“Well, that’s the thing,” I said. “It sort of hasn’t been discovered yet. I woke up in Morseen one day and since then only one person has believed my story.”



“Now that is one for the history books,” he said.



He went quiet, which didn’t bode well for my hopes of him knowing how to get me home or why I was here, if there even was an answer to that one.



“So you believe me?” I asked.



I needed clarification. If I dove any deeper into this conversation and it turned out halfway through he was joking again I would slam my head so hard into the wall I’d likely become a ghost myself.



“You are the first person since even before this dungeon was forgotten to speak to me and not run away when I try to talk,” he said. “I would believe you if you said you were secretly four goblins stacked on top of each other.”



At that comment, I almost laughed.



“Well, I can assure you I’m not a bunch of goblins,” I said with an undertone of a chuckle. “I think. I’ve come to learn I can never really be sure of anything in this world.”



“That is the beauty of Morseen.” He smiled.



“It is a beautiful world,” I agreed. “But it’s not where I belong, and I have no idea how to get back.”



“It is a very tricky and unique situation,” Clive said. “Have you tried all the portals?”



“Portals?” I asked. “I have tried going back through the portal I can summon through, but it didn’t work.”



“As far as I remember, portals can be found in some other dungeons,” he said. “There is always the one at the end that takes you back to the entrance, but sometimes there are other ones in hidden sections.”



“Do all dungeons have these?” I asked.



I looked around for any sign of another offshoot that might lead to a portal, but as far as I could see, the tunnel I was in only went one way.



“No,” Clive said. “But the ones that do will be marked off on maps, the discovered ones at least.”



“I didn’t see any extra portals on maps in the archive,” I said. “Maybe they’ve been declared off limits.”



“Unlikely.” Clive stroked his chin in thought. “What archives have you looked in?”



“Only the Larkworth archive,” I said.



Clive burst out laughing before I had even finished saying the name of the village.



“The Larkworth archive hadn’t been updated for years even before I died,” he said through breathless chuckles. “Unless something has changed massively, the city close to them wouldn’t waste their resources sending new books to the village that doesn’t care about the rest of the world.”



“I see,” I said.



“If you want any accurate and up-to-date information,” he said. “Then your best chance is to look in the archive of one of the bigger cities.”



I’d need to check the maps to see where the closest city was, but my hopes grew at what Clive had said. If I could pack enough supplies to take on a journey to a city and avoid whatever creatures stood in the way, then I might find some answers. I just hoped any city I went to wouldn’t take as much of a shine to me as Larkworth had. I didn’t think I could deal with being another group of people’s savior.



“Thank you for telling me,” I said. “I might’ve been stuck here forever otherwise.”



“Would that be such a bad thing?” He raised an eyebrow.



“Of course,” I stated with more certainty than I really felt I had. “I don’t belong here. I’m from Earth.”



“Don’t try to lie to a ghost,” Clive said. “I’ve been around people for far too long to not know when someone is lying to themselves.”



“I’m not lying to myself, I…” I turned away. “You know what, never mind. Thank you for the help, but I should be going now.”



“Wait,” the ghost said and stopped me in my tracks.



I spun to face him again.



“As I have helped you with your own troubles, would you be opposed to helping me with mine?” he asked.



It might have been a trick, but I wouldn’t be worth anything if I didn’t return the favor to the man who’d already helped me without any need to. I decided to hear him out before I decided if what he wanted was something I could help him with.



“What would those troubles be?” I asked.



He disappeared through the floor. I held the sword tighter as I looked around for where he might’ve gone. Ten seconds went by, and then he floated down from the ceiling.



“Being a ghost has its perks, I can fly through walls for one thing,” he said. “But after a while, you start to feel the sadness seep in. It’s taken everything I have not to turn into one of those evil monsters.”



“You want me to bring you back to life?” I asked. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know how to do that.”



“No, I don’t mean that.” He shook his head. “My heart is long gone, even a necromancer couldn’t bring me back if they tried. I want you to take the skull from my body and bury it. Then I can finally pass on.”



“Pass on to where?” I asked.



“No one knows,” he said. “But wherever it is will surely beat this place.”



I glanced at the skeleton through his transparent body and nodded my head.



“I will give you the burial you desire,” I said.



“Thank you, Cole the Summoner,” he said. “I suppose it is time for me to return to my bones then. Farewell.”
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 Chapter 7



Clive drifted back into his bones, and then I was alone again. I waited a moment to make sure he wasn’t pulling another joke on me.



Who would’ve guessed ghosts would be so tricky? Or maybe it was just this one ghost. Trust me to find the one ghost who loved to pull pranks more than a ten-year-old boy.



There was no movement or sound from anywhere, so I imagined it must be real. I took a step forward and knelt down before the skeleton.



“Thank you again,” I whispered.



My hands found the dusty sides of the skull and with one swift yank, I tore it off the top of the spinal column. The sound snapped through the air, and the torso fell forward.



I unhooked my belt, threaded it through the empty eye sockets of the skull, and looped it back around my hips so I didn’t need to carry the skull. With the knight’s sword at one side, the skull at the other, and the new sword in my hand, I made my way along the rest of the tunnel.



I felt strong despite the fact I was alone in a ghost-ridden dungeon. Now that I was Lvl 02, my confidence was higher, and I was filled with excitement about what could be ahead of me.



I was only going to make myself better and stronger from here.



I kept my guard up so I’d be prepared when something inevitably jumped out at me.



My brain hungrily absorbed the slight sounds of the dungeon, the shadows, and the echo of my footsteps. I wasn’t about to let myself be blindsided, and I had more at stake now. If I was slain down here, then Clive and I both would be condemned to haunt the dungeon.



I thought the tunnel might never end until I eventually came to a left turn. I followed it down to another wider tunnel with wet moss growing up the sides like the first room we’d entered. It covered so much of the walls and grew so thick I had to walk dead center in my efforts not to touch any of it.



God only knew what that stuff might do to my skin.



My ears caught a change in the minor sounds around me. Along with the tread of my feet and the flare of the torches, there was a low clicking noise. It was quick, repetitive, and could only be heard if I focused on breathing without sound.



“What the fuck is that?” I whispered to myself.



I turned in a slow circle to inspect where the sound could be coming from but there was nothing in sight. I debated whether to stay still or continue on, but the decision was made for me.



Another bug came out of the black moss, only this bug was not the same as the ones I’d already fought off. It was about ten times the size, almost as tall as me, and its skin was covered in the moss that it came out of. Its body was structured like a millipede, and the damp smell that radiated off it made my eyes water.



“Holy shit!” I leaped away from the bug and fell into the moss on the opposite wall.



I picked myself up without hesitation, but the moss clung to my back and I could feel it in my hair. Thankfully it wasn’t acidic or anything because there was no time to worry about picking it out.



I held the new sword in front of me and readied myself for the giant bug’s first attack.



It crawled slowly toward me as it pulled the rest of its body out of the moss.



The sight was nauseating, but I had to keep my mind straight.



In quick succession, I moved forward and plunged the sword deep into the creature before it could fully emerge.



Its slow movements morphed into violent thrashing as soon as the sword broke the exoskeleton. I kept my grip on the hilt as the creature tried to buck me off like a pissed-off rodeo bull.



Its fangs gnashed at me, but it couldn’t grab me.



The next time it thrashed to the left, I let go of the hilt of the sword because an extra weapon wasn’t worth getting beaten up for. Lucky for me, as I flew off, the sword slid out of the bug, too, and it landed between me and the beast.



I scrambled for the sword but the bug moved frantically and kicked it around.



I couldn’t risk cutting my hand or getting trampled by the beast so I reached for the hilt of the sword at my belt. I unsheathed it as I stumbled to my feet.



The bug lunged at me, and I narrowly escaped its fangs.



I tried to plunge the sword into it a second time, but the bug was fast, and I only managed to slice off one of its many legs. Its clicks grew louder and sharper until they sounded like a shrill screech.



It came at me again with its teeth, but I ducked and rolled across the floor in time. I was now on the other side of the beast, which meant my new sword was on the opposite side from me.



The bugs had died quickly when my squirrels had ripped them in half, and I decided cutting the fucker in half was my best bet.



Two swords weren’t necessary to slice it in half, but I wanted the second one on me in case the other one got stuck in the bug before I could finish the job.



I backed down the tunnel, and sure enough the thing crawled after me. When it was far enough away from my sword, I faked to the right. When it inevitably moved to block my attack, I leaped to the left and past the bug.



I leaped with so much force, I skidded across the floor and grabbed the sword as I passed. My heels skidded over the stone as I came to a stop.



With one sword in each hand, I spun around and locked eyes with the creature.



“One last chance to back away, Bug’s Life,” I shouted.



There was no way that thing could understand what I was saying, but I just couldn’t resist calling it Bug’s Life.



It charged like a raging bull at a matador.



A small voice in my head told me to run, but I wasn’t about to listen to it, and I steeled my resolve.



The bug got closer, then at the last second, I swerved to the side and cut as deep a gash through its right flank as I could manage. Before it even had the chance to react to the pain, I swept behind it and cut into its left side just as deeply.



Its body hung together by the narrowest thread of flesh that I quickly sliced through. The monster bug collapsed to the ground in two oozing halves. Its jaws gnashed together at an increasingly slow pace as the life flooded from it until they finally stopped altogether.



I straightened my posture and stepped back from the pieces of corpse.



The moss was still in my hair, and I picked it out as best I could as I watched on for any remaining signs of life. When I managed to remove the last bits of moss from my hair I knew it was time to continue.



I checked my stats as I walked away from the dead bug, and I was already a third of the way to Lvl 03.



“Fuck, that’s cool.” I grinned to myself.



I walked until the bug’s dead body was far behind me and out of sight, and the crackle of the torchfire was overpowered by shouts, screams, and familiar moans of sorrow.



I set off at a run toward the unmistakable sounds of my companions fighting for their lives.



My footsteps didn’t even make half the sound of the fight, so I didn’t need to worry about anyone hearing it and losing my advantage of surprise. More light grew at the end of the hall, and I stopped as I came up to the edge of the corner.



I pressed my back against the wall and peered around the corner into the larger room.



It was strange to see such a spacious room after what felt like hours of tunnels upon tunnels. There was a podium at the top of a set of steps right at the back, and the sides of the steps themselves were home to a few chests presumably holding some loot. I could make out a pile of silks poking out of one of the open chests, and in a chest on the other side, there was a pair of shining silver bracers.



On the wall furthest from me, there was another entrance that must’ve been where my companions came through, and in the middle of the room, the dungeon-crawlers were dodging a series of attacks from one massive ghost.



The look of pure anguish and grief on the ghost’s face was enough to send an unshakable chill throughout my body. Above its head read, “
 Boss Creature:
 Ghost Lvl 23.”



It flew at Bruce, and he rolled out of the way just in time.



Tim was nowhere to be found, and I figured he was likely hiding somewhere. Lena was doing her best to keep moving and avoid being targeted, and I wondered why she wasn’t using the entrapment orb.



Aldous expelled so much fire around the whole place to distract and stun the ghost, and I couldn’t tell if everyone was sweating from the fight or the flames.



His fire cast light onto the wall opposite from me, and I noticed that if I stood a little to the side a part of my shadow was projected onto it. I made sure not to move a muscle so the ghost didn’t get a sense that anyone else was there.



My mind raced with hypothetical solutions to the issue at hand. I could simply join them out there, but what good would that do? They hardly would’ve forgotten about the orb which meant there had to be something preventing it from working.



The light on the wall grew as Aldous replenished the flames all around the room and focused on moving them as fast as he could to keep the ghost’s senses overwhelmed. That’s when it hit me.



I stood further back to avoid the spot where a shadow may be cast as well as I could, and I prepared myself to summon as many squirrels as I could muster.



Bug was the first out, and he greeted me with a soldier-like head nod.



“Right.” I bent down to their level. “Have you guys ever seen
 Mulan
 ?”



Bug waddled forward and gave my nose a little lick.



“Never mind then.” I stood back up. “Just trust me on this one.”



There really was no need for me to talk to them, but the idea of them following my every will without any deeper connection made me feel a bit like a robot programmer, or a pimp.



Pleasantries over, I willed them into the space where their shadows would be cast onto the wall, and I watched as they piled on top of each other like those fish from
 Finding Nemo
 that played charades. However, it wasn’t a swordfish they were forming, but the silhouette of a monstrous creature. I didn’t have time to think of a specific creature for them to mimic, so a vague sharp-fanged-antennaed monster would have to do.



The squirrels’ monstrous shadow on the wall was massive, at least three times larger than the boss ghost.



To add to the charade, I cupped my hands around my mouth and made roaring and snarling noises as loud as I could.



From the new position I stood in, all I could see of the room was the wall where the shadow was, so all I could do was wait until something happened.



The chaos of the room must’ve been enough to stop the ghost from thinking too much about what it was seeing because not ten seconds after my squirrels’ performance of a lifetime, the ghost propelled itself at the shadow. It disappeared through the wall, and I took the chance to run into the room and make a plan of escape with everyone.



“Cole, you’re alive!” Aldous bellowed as he saw me.



He wrapped his arms around me, and we shared a brief, almost brotherly hug.



“Yeah,” I said. “Are you all okay?”



“We’d be better if this damn orb worked like it was supposed to.” Bruce shook the orb in his hands.



He shook it with such anger that I worried he might throw it at one of us.



“That witch I got it from must’ve sold me a phony,” Lena said.



“Is that a new sword?” Bruce nodded to the sword I’d gotten from Clive’s skeleton.



“It is,” I confirmed.



He didn’t look thrilled in the slightest that I had managed to find some loot for myself, but I’d like to see him go against the giant bug monster that followed it.



“Where’s Tim?” I asked.



“Over here,” Tim’s voice came from somewhere to the right.



His head popped out of a massive urn that was among the piles of loot. He climbed out of the urn and shuffled over to the group.



“Are you feeling any better?” I asked.



“Not really,” he admitted. “But at least I’m alive, thanks to you.”



“We need to get out of here,” Aldous said. “Everybody grab as much loot as you can carry and head to the podium.”



“I’m not leaving without that boss’ XP,” Bruce said. “Or whatever loot it’ll drop.”



“We just tried to trap it, and we can’t,” Lena said. “The only reason we’re not dead right now is because Cole tricked it.”



I turned to my squirrels, who were waiting patiently behind me, and gave them a nod to say “good work guys.”



If Bruce didn’t look happy at my achievement with the sword, then my achievement with the ghost brought him to a whole new level of pissed-off fragile ego.



“You guys go then,” Bruce spat. “I’ll stay and figure out a way to use this orb.”



“May I see the orb?” I asked.



“Fuck off,” Bruce snapped at me.



I took a deep breath before replying in a much calmer tone than he deserved from me.



“Look,” I said. “We found the entrance because of me, we got past the horde of bugs because of me, Tim is still alive because I helped him while the rest of you ran off, and that ghost isn’t possessing you or whatever they do right now because of something I did, so if I were you, I’d let me see the fucking orb.”



Everyone was silent, but I could see Aldous wearing a proud smirk in the corner of my eye. Bruce wasn’t pleased about it, that’s for sure, but he handed me the orb regardless.



It was a faint purple color and was smooth under my skin like glass. I inspected every inch of it and tested its weight in each hand, but nothing rang any bells for what might be wrong with it.



“How did you try to use it?” I asked.



“Held it out as the ghost came at me,” Bruce said. “I realized it wasn’t going to do shit just in time to jump out of the way.”



“And you’re sure that’s how you use it?” I asked.



“Well, how else are we going to use it?” Bruce said. “Now give it back if you’re not going to be helpful.”



He reached for the orb, but I moved it before he could grab it.



“I really think we should just get going,” Aldous said. “We’ve found the dungeon exists, we’ve had our excitement, now let’s get out while we still can…”



Aldous’ eyes drifted to the wall where the ghost had disappeared, and the rest of our eyes followed his line of sight. The boss ghost was drifting back into the room, and oh, fuck, did it look mad.



“To the pedestal!” Aldous yelled.



Lena, Tim, and the fire summoner all legged it up the steps and stopped by the pedestal where they turned to watch us. I hadn’t moved, and neither had Bruce.



“Give me the fucking orb,” Bruce tried for it again, but I didn’t let him get close.



“What are you two doing?” Lena shouted at us. “Get your asses over here!”



The ghost had fully emerged from the wall, and its speed increased as it floated toward us. Again my mind raced for a solution, but it wasn’t a thought in my own voice that won.



“The orb must be opened for a ghost to be trapped within,” Clive said. “But the ghost must be close by, or it may escape.”



“Who said that?” Bruce asked and looked around frantically.



I guess it wasn’t a thought after all.



“Thanks a lot for your help with the giant bug,” I said to Clive with a voice dripping in sarcasm.



I expected another quip from him, but he didn’t speak again.



How was I supposed to open an orb? It didn’t have a latch, ridges, seams, or any kind of keyhole.



The ghost was almost at us, and there was nothing left for me to try. Its ghastly silhouette was inches from meeting my skin when an idea struck me, and I threw the orb on the ground.



My next instinct was to instantly bring up my shield and hope that I’d done so soon enough.



The orb shattered into a million little pieces like a broken chandelier. The fragments scattered everywhere, and the ghost was torn apart and sucked into each shard. As more of the ghost was absorbed into the pieces of orb, the pieces began to tremble closer to each other until they once again formed a perfectly round sphere, and there was no ghost in sight.



The once-purplish orb was now a pale blue color, and I picked it up and turned it around in my hand.



I felt the tingle in my forearm tattoo, and I brought my stats up. Not only was I now Lvl 03, but I had also jumped a quarter of the way to Lvl 04. The weapons part of my stats also added, “
 Ghost Orb:
 single use.
 ”



“Where the fuck is the loot drop?” Bruce searched the ground where the orb had shattered for anything but nothing was left there.



I put the orb in my pocket and hoped Clive’s skull would do a good enough job of distracting them from the big bulge in my hip. I wondered what its uses might be now with the ghost inside, and made a mental note to research ghost orbs in the archive later.



“If the boss was already dead, then it’s probably not going to drop anything, Bruce.” Lena offered.



“There’s plenty of loot here for us to take,” I said. “Just fill your pockets quickly so we can get the fuck out of here. If I have to see one more bug today I’m blaming you.”



“Fine,” Bruce huffed.



We all analyzed the loot by the steps, picked out the pieces we wanted, and divvied up the items. I found the bracers I’d spotted before and put them around my forearms. I wondered if my stats screen would still be accessible with them on, so I tried to bring it up, and it worked as normal.



Basic Bracers:
 + 4 defense



I felt safer in my own skin already.



“Hey, how come he gets the good armor piece?” Bruce whined.



“Shut up, Bruce!” every single one of us called in unison.



He went back to sifting through the loot like a scolded child.



I tried to grab the gold pieces, but they vanished when I got close and reappeared in my inventory count a second later. It was comforting to know that when I returned to the village I could now pay for myself and not rely on the kindness of others.



There was also a small gold hairpin with a flower resembling a lily on it that I grabbed. It didn’t increase my defense rating or have any enchantments, but I thought it might be worth something as a trade at some point. There was also another sword scabbard that I thought would be useful for my new sword, and I snatched it up before anyone else got to it.



“Right.” Aldous clapped his hands once, and the echo bounced around the whole room. “I say it’s time to leave.”



All of us stood around the pedestal and the top of the stairs, and I watched the others to learn what I had to do. One by one they placed their palms flat on the top of the pedestal and waited. After roughly five seconds, they disappeared into thin air. I hid my shock from the others who hadn’t done it yet until it was my turn.



Finally, it was my turn. I laid my hand on the pedestal and waited.
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 Chapter 8



I braced myself for some kind of swirling or nauseating feeling, but nothing happened. One second I was standing in a creepy dungeon with my hand on a pedestal, and the next I was standing at the entrance to the dungeon with my hand still outstretched.



A quick check of my pockets and belt confirmed everything I’d accumulated inside the dungeon was still there.



Thank fuck we didn’t have to trek back through the whole dungeon to get out.



Our packs were exactly where we’d left them. The sky was pitch black, and it was clear we’d been down there longer than I’d thought.



“I don’t know about you guys,” Aldous said. “But I’m going to sleep.”



“I agree,” Lena said. “It’ll be wise to replenish our energy before setting off.”



We made ourselves as comfortable as we could on the ground and went to sleep. I wanted to sneak closer to Aldous to ask him what his plans were now that the dungeon was found and conquered, but I could barely keep my eyes open.



The next thing I knew, the light from the sunrise was pushing through my eyelids, and I woke up with a massive stretch. Every joint in my body cracked and popped out loud.



“Feels like I slept for ten years,” I yawned.



“In that case, you look good for your age.” Aldous smiled.



Lena was also awake and already packing up her things while Bruce was still snoring like a pig.



“Who votes to leave him here?” I joked and raised my hand.



Without a second wasted, everyone else raised their hands. Just then, Bruce shook himself awake from the force of an extra violent snore. He looked around as if he’d forgotten his surroundings.



Everyone with their hands raised pretended they were swatting a bug in the air, and Bruce didn’t seem to notice either way.



We trekked back the way we came, although everyone had decided that Aldous and I should be near the front. Everyone except Bruce, that is.



We walked a small part of the way in silence as everyone’s brains slowly woke up. When the sun was high enough in the sky and we’d taken enough steps for all our senses to be up and running, I turned to Aldous.



He was admiring the yellow rose-like flowers beside us as he walked.



“What will you do now?” I asked. “Now that the dungeon has been conquered.”



“The same as I have done for years,” he said. “Find another group, travel to another dungeon, and enjoy the excitement while my heart still beats.”



“Do you never want to settle down?” I asked. “All that moving around sounds exhausting.”



“I was settled down for a long time before I became a summoner, my friend.” He smiled. “I do not wish to waste another breath on being settled.”



“How about you, Lena?” I called back to her.



Her face was buried in the map, but she spared me a single look to let me know she was present.



“This dungeon needs to be reported to the archive,” she said. “Likely they’ll want to send a professional expedition there.”



“Will you ask to join the expedition team?” I asked.



“Definitely not,” she said. “I am happy writing about my experience from the comfort of the archives, thank you. I hope to never see another ghost, or another bug, ever again.”



“I’m with you on that one,” I said.



That jogged my memory, and I felt for the skull at my waist. Aldous must’ve seen my action, and he commented on it after.



“That is a strange trinket you chose to bring back,” he said. “It’s a little morbid, I must say.”



“I found him in the tunnel I fell into after the floor collapsed,” I said. “I figured I’d give him a burial. After all, if things had gone differently, I might’ve ended up the same way.”



“That is an honorable thing to do,” Aldous said. “There are not many dungeon-crawlers who would do such a thing.”



“How about you Tim?” I changed the subject. “What are your plans now?”



“See a doctor,” he said. “My shoulder is killing me.”



“That’s a good plan,” I chuckled a little.



“I’m going looking for another dungeon,” Bruce announced without being asked. “There’s supposed to be one in the north that is so difficult to pass through it has a one percent success rate. Imagine how good the loot there must be.”



Of course he would think he could accomplish that. Not like I’d saved his ass in the dungeon we’d just left or anything.



“How about you, Cole?” Lena asked.



“I’m not sure yet,” I said. “There are so many ways the world could take me.”



We arrived at the edge of the forest where we’d seen the golem as night was beginning to fall.



We set up our camp in the same place as on our way to the dungeon. Aldous lit a fire, and we ate as we warmed ourselves. The only food left in our packs was a few pieces of bread and some peanuts from the tavern. The bread was stale and chewy, but food was food. My eyes threatened to close, but I had to make sure I was the last one awake so I could bury Clive’s skull without being interrupted.



Bruce was the last to wake up, and he was the last to fall asleep. When he eventually nodded off, I set off into the forest. I made sure to head far enough away that I wasn’t seen by any of my companions, but I wasn’t so far I was putting myself in danger. The remnants of the firelight behind me, paired with the pale moonlight above, provided me with the light I needed.



I walked in a different direction than the way we’d be heading through the next day so the grave wouldn’t be disturbed by everyone’s footsteps.



This forest was a lot more peaceful than the one near the village, and aside from the sleeping golems, there was nothing I came across that I needed to worry about. I stayed close enough to the camp that the others would hear me if I had to scream for help.



There was a tree with a significantly thicker trunk than the rest ahead of me, and I thought the ground at its base would be the perfect resting spot for Clive.



I reached the tree, laid my belt down, and knelt down on the grass. I began to dig with a flat rock I found nearby, and when that was taking too long, I found a sturdy stick that did a much better job.



By the time I’d dug a hole deep enough for the yellowed skull, my hands were sore and dirty. I carefully lowered Clive’s skull into the hole and racked my brain for any words that would suit the moment.



“Clive…” I said. “Thanks for your help. I hope you find peace now.”



I began to fill the hole with the dirt and watched as the skull disappeared from sight little by little. After I scooped the last bit of dirt onto the mound, I patted it down flat, then stood up, and brushed off my knees.



“Goodbye, Clive,” I said and gave him one last smile.



What I thought would happen next was that I would head back to the camp and get some sleep, but what actually happened was nothing I could have ever guessed.



As I took one step toward my belt and swords on the ground, a rumbling emanated from the grave.



The dirt shook as if there was an earthquake only in that one spot. A flash of misty white and pale blue shot up from the dirt.



I fell back in shock as it flew through the air as if it were looking for something. It made a whistling sound like the wind, and the sound only stopped when the misty swirl dove down to my new sword and disappeared into it.



The entire forest was silent apart from the faint rustle of leaves above me. I watched my sword with eagle eyes, but nothing happened. A part of me wondered if I’d upset some kind of forest spirit by burying a skull here.



I crawled over to my belt and swords and strapped them back onto me. I unsheathed the sword I’d gotten from Clive’s remains in the dungeon and inspected it more closely.



For the most part, it looked the same, but there was a faint blue shine to the blade that hadn’t been there before. I brought up my stats to see if anything had changed, and I was very surprised when I saw that the durability and attack ratings of my sword had gone up.



“What the hell happened?” I asked myself as I continued to inspect the blade’s new shine in the slivers of moonlight through the trees.



“Well, hello to you, too,” a voice said from somewhere.



I dropped the sword without hesitation and leaped back.



“Who said that?” I looked all around me with my hand on my other sword.



No one replied, and I crept back over to where I’d dropped the sword. I picked it up and held it out as I checked the area around me again. There wasn’t anyone or anything to be seen, but the voice returned.



“Cole,” the voice called.



“How do you know my name?” I asked the voice.



“Because you introduced yourself to me just yesterday,” the voice I now recognized as Clive’s replied.



“Clive?” I asked. “Where are you?”



“I’m in the sword,” he said.



“I didn’t think ghosts would be able to survive outside of dungeons,” I said.



“Neither did I,” he said. “I’d fully made my peace with passing on to the next world, but then I was conscious again and the sword was calling to me.”



“Interesting.” I turned the sword over in my hands one more time. “How does it feel being a sword?”



“A little sharp at the edges,” he said with a smile in his voice.



“Very funny,” I said. “So what now? Do you want me to bury the sword?”



“No way,” Clive was quick to say. “I finally have the chance to see the world again… See everything it’s become. As long as you keep me, then I’m sticking around.”



“What if I find a better sword?” I asked.



“First, ouch,” he said. “Second, I have no idea. I guess we’ll deal with that if we come to it.”



“Well, I’m afraid your first night exploring the world will be spent lying in the grass because I am going to sleep,” I said.



“Oh, come on,” Clive pleaded. “Just stab one thing. I want to see what it feels like.”



“No chance.” I set off walking back to the campsite, and my hand fell away from the sword’s hilt. “So why did you help me with the boss ghost but let me fight the big bug all on my own?”



There was no answer from Clive.



“Come on,” I said. “Do you really want to give me the silent treatment after decades of isolation?”



Again there was no reply whatsoever.



“Hey, Clive. You there?” I put my hand on the hilt again.



“I don’t think we can communicate unless you’re touching the sword,” he panted like he’d just run a marathon.



“Oh, my god, can you not breathe unless I’m holding it, either?” I asked.



“No,” he said in a voice free of breathless gulps. “I was just messing with you.”



“You’re an asshole,” I said. “Goodnight.”



“Wait…” he said, but I cut him off by releasing the sword.



I would talk to him some more in the morning, but for now, I needed to sleep.



When I made it back to camp, the fire was barely burning, so I added a few more sticks to bring it back to life without needing to wake Aldous. Then I laid down, and I finally went to sleep and forgot about the possessed sword until morning.



“Where did you go last night?” Aldous asked as the sun rose higher. “I woke up in the middle of the night, and your bedroll was empty. I waited up, but you didn’t return.”



“I went to bury the skull,” I said, but I made sure to leave out the key detail of the ghost in my sword. “I wanted to lay him to rest, somewhere he wouldn’t be disturbed.”



“Forests are powerhouses of magical properties,” he said. “I am sure the soul you buried is at peace now.”



“I’m sure he is,” I said.



We passed the sleeping baby golem that was still there where it had been before, but this time Bruce didn’t ask if he could kill it. I presumed the dungeon had knocked his confidence and ego down a few pegs.



After that sighting, the rest of the journey back was uneventful, and it gave me time to clear my head.



I focused on the unpolluted freshness of the air, the peaceful sounds all around that were untainted by construction work or car horns, and any stress that remained inside me from the dungeon melted away.



By the end of the day, the village of Larkworth was in sight, and I never would’ve thought I’d be so happy to see it. Everything looked exactly the same, and the people welcomed me back with so much enthusiasm, I felt like an astronaut returning from a space mission.



“The Deranged Squirrel Master hath returned!” They all hailed.



“I told you he would not abandon us!” a voice called.



“He truly loves us,” another added.



I wrapped my hand around the sword’s hilt, and all I could hear was Clive’s uncontrollable laughter.



“Ooh, squirrel master, kiss me, please,” he mocked in a high-pitched voice.



I let go of the sword and focused my attention on the people who weren’t fucking with me.



The women pulled at my arms, and the men patted me on the back. They welcomed the other members of my party, too, but it was nowhere near the extent they fawned over me. The villagers tried to lead me over to the tavern, but I wasn’t going anywhere until I got the chance to bathe and eat something more than stale bread.



“Thank you for your kindness!” I announced as I raised my hands. “But I am in need of a bath and some food. If I may, I will join you all in the tavern after I have collected myself.”



I was really getting the hang of the fantasy-world speak.



A few villagers groaned in protest, one said she would “help me with the bath,” but the majority backed away to give me a little peace. Aldous, Lena, Bruce, and Tim came back to the inn, too.



“I knew these people idolized you, but wow,” Tim said.



“No wonder you get this room for free,” Bruce said. “Do you reckon they’ll serve free drinks to the people who got you home safely?”



“At what point did you care about my safety, Bruce?” I asked.



He made no attempt at a reply.



“If I catch you guys there later, I will buy you a drink each as thanks for letting me join your adventure.” And with that, I went into my room and locked the door.



Dean must have heard of my return through the noise in the village because when I returned there was a full, steaming bath, and a tray piled with twice as much food as usual. I dug into the food so fast I didn’t even take the effort to process what it was, then rested in the bath with the comfort of a full belly.



I wanted to stay there in the hot water for hours, but I also didn’t want to look rude by ignoring the villagers’ fanfare. I cleaned myself as thoroughly as I could with the bar of soap Dean had supplied, and then I got dressed.



I retrieved my belt from under the bedcovers where I’d hidden them to prevent Clive from seeing me naked, although I wasn’t entirely sure how far his vision stretched as a sword, and I left the inn.



It took twice as long to walk to the tavern as it normally would have because I was stopped every minute by someone who was just so grateful that I had returned.



Eventually, I made it to my destination and pushed through the crowd of people to the table with Jacob, Anne, and all the dungeon-crawlers except Tim, who I assumed was being tended to by a doctor or healer.



“Cole, you’re back!” Jacob said. “There was a rumor going around that you’d run off with a pixie you met on the way home.”



“I was going to, but she got a bit clingy,” I joked.



“So, what was it like?” Anne asked. “Tell us all about it.”



“Would any of you like to do the honors?” I asked the dungeon-crawlers.



Bruce went to say something, but Lena cut him off.



“You go right ahead, Cole,” she said.



Aldous nodded, and everyone looked at me with eagerness.



“At first, we couldn’t find it,” I said. “And we started to think the whole journey was for nothing. But it turns out a golem had actually died in their sleep over the entrance.”



“You saw a golem?” Jacob asked in disbelief. “That’s incredible.”



I was halfway through the story, right at the part where I fell through the crumbling floor when Kate came over with a tray full of ale for everyone.



“Telling stories without me?” she asked.



“I couldn’t deny the people what they wanted any longer,” I said.



“I expect a full rundown when my shift is over.” She grinned.



She left, and I continued the story.



The part that provoked the biggest reaction was when the big bug attacked me, and I had to fight it on my own. Then the story was done, and the conversation moved on to other things.



Anne announced she was pregnant again, and I decided not to comment on the ale she was drinking. Jacob was thinking about putting a plaque up in my honor in the center of the village, and Lena wasn’t a fan of the ale.



I watched Kate sweeping around the room every now and then. Despite the heavy tray of drinks and moving bodies around her, she moved with grace.



I thought I was going to be given a night of fun banter and contentment, but Simon, the drunken knight, had other plans. He was causing a ruckus over near the bar. I couldn’t see him from where I was sitting, but I could hear his slurred voice.



“Is he still being a dick?” I asked.



“It’s all he knows how to do,” Jacob said. “I can’t believe we used to put our faith in him.”



“Me, neither,” Anne said.



Suddenly, the ruckus around the knight grew in volume, and without warning, that corner of the room erupted into a massive bar fight.



Punches were thrown from one man to another without any thought behind them. The knight was in the center of it all, of course, and threw himself into whoever was closest. The bar shook as men knocked into it, and my fight response was flipped like a light switch as someone threw a punch that almost landed on Kate while she was trying to get out of the way.



I bolted to the fight and shoved the guy who’d barely missed Kate.



“Watch it,” I growled. “Now, get out of here.”



He stumbled away, and I focused my attention on Kate.



“Are you okay?” I asked.



“Yeah,” she said a little breathlessly.



“Go to the table with Jacob and the others,” I said. “I’ll sort these idiots out.”



She left as soon as the words were out of my mouth, and I turned to the ongoing fight ready to pick out the biggest contributors.



My eyes found Simon with the back of a man’s shirt in his hand as he yanked him down, and I made my way toward him. Neither of the men knew I was there until I grabbed them both and pushed them apart.



“Get out of here before I throw you out,” I said.



“Fuck off,” Simon slurred. “I can take you. I can take all of you.”



He went to take out his sword, but his hand just grasped the empty air by his hip.



“Shit,” he said.



“You gave it to me, remember?” I grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him through the crowd.



He tried to kick and punch me and anyone else we passed, but he was too drunk to land anything. We got to the door of the tavern, and I pushed him out into the air that had developed a slight chill as the sky grew darker.



He tried his best to get back in, but I blocked the doorway.



“Go home,” I said.



“I protected this village perfectly fine until you came around,” he spat at me.



“You pretended to protect this village until they actually needed your protection,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest.



“So what?” He flung his arms around. “You’re just going to stay here and protect them forever?”



I didn’t have an answer to that, and he was really starting to test my patience.



“Go home,” I repeated.



He tried one more time to get past me, but he had no luck.



Eventually, he mumbled some frustrated words under his breath and disappeared down the street. I went back to my table with the unfortunate knowledge that he was the next-best line of defense when I left the village.



Everyone on the right side of the table must’ve scooted up one because Kate was now in the seat next to mine that Aldous had been using.



“Thank you,” she said as I sat down. “We’re all sick of his shit.”



“Me, too,” I said. “And I haven’t even known him for a week.”



“It’s a good thing we have you now,” Jacob said. “To our Deranged Squirrel Master.”



He raised his ale, and everyone followed, apart from Kate who didn’t have a drink.



“To Cole,” they all cheered and then drank.



I couldn’t stay in this village forever. After only a few days, I loved the people, and sometimes I even loved being the Deranged Squirrel Master, but I had to figure out a way to get home.



It just felt like the next most reasonable step. Finding a way back to Earth was the only thing that made sense.



I would have to go to a city archive and then find a dungeon with the right portal, but where would that leave these guys? First the centicore, and then the dungeon only a two-day walk away, things were starting to change for Larkworth, and I couldn’t leave them when they were at their most vulnerable.



My only options were to stay here forever, or leave and forget about this entire place.



Unless I could find someone who was good enough at fighting to take my place. As for members of the village, there were no good candidates, but maybe I could convince one of the dungeon-crawlers to hang around.



I made a mental note to ask Aldous if he would consider staying here to protect these people the next time we had a moment alone together, but I wasn’t overly optimistic.



“I wish there was more for people here to do other than drink,” Kate said. “I shouldn’t say that because I work here and all, but we could all do with some more entertainment.”



I needed something to take my mind off my current problem, and I knew a solution to Kate’s.



“Does anyone have anything to draw with?” I asked the table. “Chalk, charcoal, anything like that.”



“There’s some charcoal out back,” Kate said. “I can grab it if you want.”



“Yes, please,” I said. “And can you ask your brother if I can use the far right corner of the back wall?”



“Sure thing…” she said with curiosity and confusion thick in her voice.



She left and went through a door behind the bar.



“What are you planning?” Jacob asked.



“You’ll see.” I took a sip of my ale.



Kate returned in no time, and as soon as she handed me the charcoal, I stood from my seat and went to the corner of the far wall. I drew the best circle I could and wrote numbers in the same places as a dart board. I stepped back, admired my lopsided dart board, and contemplated what I could use for darts.



Kate came over and stood beside me. Her eyes examined the drawing, and her brows furrowed.



“What is it?” she asked.



“It’s a dart board,” I said. “People play darts all the time in, uh, taverns where I’m from.”



“How do you play it?” she asked.



“Well, I need some darts.” I looked around. “Do you have anything that will stick into the wall? Throwing knives or something?”



“There are some small knives in the back,” she said. “Brian uses them for whittling cups.”



“That’ll do,” I said.



Kate went to fetch them while I fixed up the wonky parts of the board as much as I could. She came back with six short carving knives, and I tested how well they would stick into the wall when thrown from the correct distance.



They stuck just fine. Throwing knives through the air wasn’t the safest of games, but oh, well, these people needed a laugh.



I clapped my hands together loudly and gathered everyone in the room’s attention.



“Attention everyone!” I yelled. “I’m about to show you a new game.”



Once everyone had turned to look, I drew a line on the floor with the charcoal and adjusted my stance behind it. I lined up one of the knives, took a deep breath, and threw it at the board. It landed half an inch from the bullseye.



Everyone in the room was instantly interested. They flocked around me and listened carefully as I explained the rules. I gave three knives to one man, and three knives to another, and couldn’t help but smile as they each played darts for the first time.



“What a fun game,” Kate said. “Have you played it a lot?”



“I used to play every weekend with my dad,” I said. “But I haven’t played it for years.”



“In that case, I challenge you to the next round.” She gave me a playful smile.



“Deal,” I said. “Loser buys the other a pastry from the baker.”



“Oh, you’re on,” she said.



The men finished their game, and it was time for my turn with Kate. I tried to take it easy on her, but I was the only one there who’d played before, and it was impossible to let her win without it looking like I let her win.



“You went easy on me,” she said after I won, and she gave me a playful shove to the chest. “I hate that.”



“I couldn’t annihilate you in your own tavern.” I grinned. “What kind of man would that make me?”



Kate’s face was flushed, and she waved a hand at herself.



“I think I need some air,” she said. “It’s hot in here.”



“I need some, too,” I said. “Hey Jacob, it’s yours and Anne’s turn.”



I passed the knives to Jacob and Anne and followed Kate outside.



We were the only ones there, and the night was still and quiet around us. There were barely any stars in the black sky, and the chill in the night air was refreshing to us after being in the stuffy barroom.



“I can’t believe how different things have been lately,” Kate said.



She sat down on the front step, and I sat next to her. The breeze tussled her hair slightly and pushed it back from her face.



“That reminds me.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the lily pin I’d found in the dungeon. “I picked this up in the dungeon…”



“Thank you,” she said. “What is it?”



I pushed a thick strand of her hair behind her ear and used the hairpin to keep it in place.



“You don’t have to keep it if you don’t want it,” I said.



“No, I love it.” She smiled. “Thank you. I can’t remember the last time someone gave me a present.”



“You don’t have birthdays?” I asked.



“Birthdays?” She raised an eyebrow. “You mean the days of our births?”



“Yeah,” I said. “You don’t give people gifts on those days?”



“No,” she said. “But what a lovely idea.”



“I haven’t stopped to think until today that I could bring the parts of Earth I love to Morseen.” I looked out at the dark highstreet. “They don’t have to be such different worlds after all.”



“Maybe we can bring more of those parts of Earth here until you find your way home,” she said. “Like how you gave us darts.”



“I’d like that,” I said. “And maybe if I return, I could bring some parts of Morseen to Earth.”



“If?” Kate asked.



I hadn’t even realized that I’d said it that way.



She looked into my eyes, and I looked into hers. Her hazelnut-brown irises dug into me, but I was distracted by the gray shadows under her eyes. Working all night long and being called from one place to the next by drunken idiots must’ve been taking its toll on her. With the hairpin pushing her hair out of her face, I could see more of her. She had tiny ears, and there was a freckle on her jawline that moved when she smiled.



“Do you ever want to leave this village?” I asked. “Go on a journey for something greater?”



“I didn’t think I did,” she whispered as she slowly leaned closer, and her gaze lowered to my mouth. “But then I met you.”



Before her mouth had finished supplying the final word, she closed the distance between us and kissed me.



The air smelled like ale, but she tasted like berries and vanilla, and it was enough to make me forget about the tavern behind us. She shuffled closer, wrapped her arm around the back of my neck, and buried her hand in my hair.



My brain buzzed with shock for a second, and then I leaned more completely into the kiss.



We were touching, but it suddenly wasn’t enough contact somehow. I put my arm around her and swept her up onto my lap in one smooth motion.



From the allowance of the new angle, she deepened the kiss, and it took every thread of self-control not to take her clothes off right there.



I tore myself away from the kiss, and I was rewarded with a whine of dissatisfaction from Kate.



“Come on,” I whispered into her ear. “Your shift’s done for the night.”



There was only one thing on my mind as I scooped her up into my arms and made a beeline for the inn.
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 Chapter 9



We burst through the door to my room, and I laid her down on the hay mattress. I tried to pull away so I could take my shirt off, but she wouldn’t release me.



Her legs wrapped tight around my waist, and her hands were firmly grasping my shoulders.



My tongue explored her mouth for a few moments more as we laid like that, but it wasn’t enough, and we both needed more.



“Do you want me to take my shirt off or not?” I asked her in a low voice.



With a little giggle and no hesitation, she let go of my shoulders and let her legs fall away from my body. The absence of her on me was motivation enough to take my shirt off as fast as possible so I could regain her touch.



I stood back from the bed, kicked off my boots, unhooked my belt, and then pulled my tunic off.



“There aren’t any old-timey, social laws where we’ll have to be wed if we do this, is there?” I asked as every season of
 Bridgerton
 flashed through my mind.



“No, that’s an upper-class thing,” she said. “But I will have to ban you from the tavern if you don’t continue right now.”



“And do you have any way of making it so we… don’t end up with a Squirrel Master junior running around?” I asked.



“The women of this village have been using a herbal remedy for centuries,” she said. “And it has worked like a charm for everyone so far.”



I wasted no time in pressing my body back along the length of hers. Her mouth found mine again, and my hands traveled down her body to find the ties of her leather bodice. I untied it the way I would untie shoelaces, and it seemed to work. The sides parted, and I pulled it off her.



She gasped, and the sound was intoxicating.



“Cole, please, hurry up,” she pleaded.



A part of me wanted to indulge her wish, but the stronger part saw it as an incentive to go slower.



I went back to the kiss and caressed her breasts through the material of her dress, and her hard nipples poked out against my palms.



She tried with desperate force to pull off her own dress, but I grabbed her wrists and held them down.



She bucked her hips and ground herself against the bulge of my erection. Her sounds of desire filled the room, and they were like the most heavenly music.



I kept my hands on her wrists and made my way down her body in a trail of slow, hot kisses.



Kate squirmed and moaned at the heat of each kiss, and she tried harder to use her legs to pull me into her. When my mouth arrived at her belly button, I pushed her legs away from me and finally pulled her dress off.



She laid on the bed in nothing but her boots, and I slid down to the floor where I pulled them off of her, too.



Once her boots were off, I trailed more kisses from her knee to the inside of her thigh, and I let my mouth hover above her wetness.



“Aaaahhh,” Kate moaned with need.



Desire radiated from her pussy like an inferno, but it didn’t stop me from kissing and licking everywhere apart from where she wanted me the most.



Her mouth was a mess of whimpers and whines, and I finally plunged my tongue deep into her and she cried out. The walls of the inn definitely weren’t soundproof, but I couldn’t care less.



“Cole!” she moaned in a shaking voice. “Keep going, please.”



I thrust my tongue in and out of her at different speeds and forces. At first, I did it slow and gentle, but gradually, I sped up and grabbed her by the hips to pull her harder against my tongue and lock her in place.



She was already trembling with pleasure, but I wanted to torture her a little, so I brought my fingers up to her clit. I stroked it in small circular motions, and she practically convulsed on the bed.



“Cooole!” she screamed out my name.



Her legs clamped around me, and her entire body shuddered as I teased her clit to draw out the crashing waves of her orgasm for as long as I could.



I pulled away, took a few deep breaths, then kissed my way back up to her mouth.



“Don’t think that was the end,” I growled into her ear.



I took off my pants and stepped out of them, followed by my underwear.



Before I could return to the bed, Kate sat up and took me into her hot mouth.



Her lips were velvety soft, and the heat of her mouth was incredible.



“Fuuuck,” I groaned.



I let her engulf me in her mouth as I played with the hair on the back of her head. My hands slid down to cup her naked breasts, and I stroked my thumbs over her nipples as she pleasured me with her tongue. As tempting as it was, I didn’t want the night to end like this.



I took her face in my hands and pulled her away from me.



She shuffled further back on the bed with her legs spread open.



I wanted so badly to give in to all anticipation and dive right into her, but instead, I crawled on top of her and looked deep into her eyes. The tension between us was palpable and stoked my desire like gas on a fire.



I hovered my mouth above hers, allowed our lips to barely glide against each other, then guided my hard dick into her.



I slid in with ease, and again she moaned out. I worked slowly and went further, inch by inch, until I was all the way inside of her and could feel every movement.



Her muscles contracted around me, and I couldn’t help but groan out in pleasure.



“Fuck,” I grunted.



She wrapped her legs around my waist, and I moved my hips back and forth to fill her over and over again. We fit together like puzzle pieces, and the pleasure in my spine built with every moan and stroke of her fingers over my back and shoulders.



My lips dove to her neck, and I nipped at her sensitive flesh until I left a mark, then kissed a line back up to her mouth.



“Oooooh, Cole,” Kate moaned. “You feel so good inside me.”



“Shit,” I hissed as her words sent a tidal wave of ecstasy through my body.



I pushed to fuck her faster, and with every deep thrust, the pleasure heightened until we were both moaning and gasping for breath.



“Cole, yeeeesss!” Kate cried in a desperate voice.



In the next heartbeat, her entire body clenched, and her pussy quivered around my cock.



All of a sudden, I couldn’t hold back anymore, and Kate milked me for everything I had.



A billion bright stars filled my vision as I crashed over the edge into bliss, and the tension of pleasure in my spine exploded. Ecstasy raced along my nerves, and I groaned low and deep as I rode her through our orgasms.



Our breaths were heavy in the air, and the whole room was sweltering hot.



“That was amazing,” Kate mumbled with a look of pure satisfaction on her beautiful face.



“Yeah, it was,” I sighed.



I stayed inside her until the sensation was all too much, and then I rolled next to her. Kate snuggled against my chest, and we stared at the ceiling as we steadied our breathing.



I felt the newly familiar sensation in my forearm and checked my stats.



“Hey,” I breathed. “My stamina’s gone up.”



I chuckled and looked at Kate, but she was already fast asleep. I gently shuffled her over to the pillow and pulled the blanket around her to keep her warm as the heat of the room dispersed.



I climbed out of bed and put my pants back on, but as I was about to sit back on the bed, I remembered something. I grabbed my belt from the floor and gripped the hilt of my possessed sword.



“Please, say you didn’t see any of that,” I said to Clive in a quiet voice.



“See what? I was taking a nap,” Clive said.



Thank fuck for that.



“You can sleep?” I asked.



“Yeah, I woke up to some strange noises, though,” he said.



“Oh, must’ve been the wind,” I lied.



“Have you decided what you’re going to do yet?” he asked.



I sat on the edge of the bed as I held onto the hilt.



“I want to do what you suggested and go to a city with a better archive,” I said. “But last night, I realized I can’t just leave the people of this village defenseless. I mean… I could, but I don’t want to.”



I stole a glance at Kate, who was still sleeping soundly tucked up in the bed.



“I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if anything happened to them,” I said.



“So, what are you going to do?” Clive asked. “Hold auditions for a new protector?”



“I might have to resort to that,” I admitted. “For all I know, I could end up staying here for months until someone passes through who can handle themselves in a fight and won’t drink the tavern dry.”



“Village problems aside, you’ll want to level up some more, too,” Clive said. “From what I remember, Larkworth is one of the most isolated villages, meaning it will be a long journey to the nearest city. Who knows what struggles you might encounter.”



“That’s a good point,” I said. “So do you know how I should go about that, is there a shortcut to leveling up?”



“In short… no,” he said. “You should try and kill as many hostiles as you can find, and your best bet at finding a bunch in one area is another dungeon.”



“Another dungeon?” I asked. “I don’t think there’s another one nearby.”



“You’ll have to map out your route and be prepared to travel then,” he said. “The experience will be worth it, believe me. The last thing you want is to be taken out by a group of bandits on your way to a city.”



I thought about it for a bit with my hand off the sword’s hilt so Clive didn’t derail my train of thought with idle chatter. When I’d turned it over enough in my head, I grabbed the sword again.



“Okay, that’s what I’ll do tomorrow,” I stated. “I’ll go to Larkworth’s shitty little archive, find another dungeon, and map my route. Maybe I’ll even encounter enough on the journey there that I’ll level up soon enough to turn back without needing the dungeon.”



“As a lone traveler, avoiding a dungeon without help may be beneficial, I agree,” Clive said. “Or perhaps that fire summoner friend of yours will go with you?”



“He might,” I said. “But if the rest of my journey will be on my own, then I have to get used to fighting alone.”



“That’s a wise move,” Clive said. “And a brave one, too.”



“Besides.” I pulled out the sword just a little and looked at the blue shine on the blade. “I won’t really be alone, will I?”



“Who are you talking to?” Kate mumbled from behind me.



“No one.” I covered the blade entirely with the scabbard. “Go back to sleep.”



“Okay.” She rolled over and went back to sleep.



I considered continuing my conversation with Clive, but I was tired, and there wasn’t much else he could help me with anyway until I was in the village archive.



I joined Kate under the blanket and pulled her body close.



I couldn’t afford to form relationships in this world that I wouldn’t be able to keep if I found a way back to Earth, but if until then she enjoyed my company, and I enjoyed hers, then it was a win-win situation.



I fell asleep quickly, and it was the deepest, most relaxing sleep I’d had since coming to Morseen. Kate’s skin was warm and comforting against mine as I woke up, and it was a pleasant reminder of the night before.



There was a knock at the door, and I guessed it must’ve been Dean with the breakfast tray.



“Thank you, Dean, can you leave it at the door, please?” I called.



“Of course, sir,” he said.



The tray clinked as he set it on the floor, and I listened as Dean’s footsteps disappeared down the hall and into another room.



I peeled back the blanket and dodged the squeaky floorboards as I stepped over to the door to grab the food from the hallway.



I brought it back over to the bed and laid the tray on my lap as I sat up next to Kate. It could’ve been either the smell of the food or my movement on the bed, but Kate’s eyes opened, and she snuggled closer to me.



“Good morning, Cole,” she yawned. “What’s that?”



“Good morning,” I greeted her. “It looks like some berries, egg things, bread, and something that looks like bacon.”



She sat up like I was and plucked one of the berries off the tray.



“They’re so fresh,” she said. “Try one.”



She plucked another from the tray and popped it into my mouth. She was right, they tasted better than they had previously.



“Wow,” I said. “Dean must’ve woken early to pick them.”



“He probably wanted the dungeon-crawlers to have a good last breakfast here,” she said.



“They’re leaving today?” I asked. “I thought they’d stay for at least a few more days.”



“Last night Aldous told me they’re all heading off after midday,” she said then ate another berry.



“I’ll need to catch them before they go,” I said.



I took a bite of the bacon lookalike and enjoyed the salty taste.



“Did you have something to ask them?” Kate asked. “Your voice had a touch of urgency to it.”



“I do…” I said. “You know how I want to find a way back to Earth?”



“Of course,” Kate said. “Does Aldous know about it?”



“No,” I said. “But I realized I can’t leave you guys with Simon as your next-best line of defense. So I’m going to ask if any of them would consider staying and fulfilling the duty in my absence. My ideal choice would be Aldous, but he seems pretty intent to keep traveling.



“That is noble,” she said. “It will be strange not having you here.”



“I also have to leave for a few more days soon,” I said. “I want to level up in another dungeon before I continue my quest for answers.”



“But you only just returned from one,” she said.



“I know, but it’s what I have to do,” I said.



Kate sighed but nodded her head in understanding. We finished up the food on the tray, and then we found the rest of our clothes on the floor.



“Brian will be wondering where I was last night,” Kate said as she ran her hands through her hair and reinserted the lily hairpin. “I should go.”



“I’ll walk you out.” I pulled on my boots. “I have to find the dungeon-crawlers anyway.”



We left the inn, and Aldous and Lena were waiting outside on the street. Lena was hunched over another map, and Aldous was staring up at the sky.



“I don’t think you’ll be able to summon the sun no matter how hard you try,” I joked.



“An old man can try.” He smiled at me.



“I heard you’re leaving today,” I said.



His eyes went to Kate, and he smiled a little.



“Did you?” he asked.



“Well, I should get going,” Kate said. “I’ll see you later, Cole. Goodbye, Aldous.”



She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and Aldous a quick nod of goodbye, then strolled off toward the tavern.



“Eventful night?” Aldous asked with a raised eyebrow.



“Don’t change the subject.” I grinned. “You really couldn’t sit idle for a full day, could you?”



“It is a weakness of mine,” he said. “I’ve already worked out my next destination.”



“That’s a shame,” I said. “I’m going to miss having my summoning mentor around.”



Well, that ruled out any particle of hope I had that he might change his mind and be the protector. As much as I wanted him to stay, I couldn’t deny him the future he wanted, even if it meant putting my own future on hold.



“And I will miss witnessing the wonder of your squirrels,” he said. “But the world calls to me, and I must follow its voice.”



“I’m awaiting my time to discover more of the world, too,” I said. “There is just the matter of who watches over the village while I’m gone that I need to sort out.”



He clapped a hand over my shoulder.



“Your time will come when it’s meant to,” he said. “I cannot help you, but I am certain you will find the right replacement soon enough.”



“Then I will continue my search elsewhere,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”



“And thank you for your help with our dungeon venture,” he said. “Without you, we might’ve still been roaming around looking for the entrance.”



“I must agree with you there,” Lena chimed in.



“I don’t suppose you would want to become this village’s protector?” I asked her.



Unsurprisingly, she shook her head quickly.



“Not a chance,” Lena said. “The archive here is useless.”



“I thought that would be your answer,” I chuckled.



“You could always ask Bruce,” Aldous suggested with a laugh. “I’m sure he would love to be hailed as the beloved protector.”



“Oh, I know he would,” I said. “But this village doesn’t deserve that.”



“How about Tim?” Lena asked.



“I don’t know,” I said. “I trust his morals, but he’s lacking on the fighting front.”



“I think he’s had enough action for his whole life anyway,” Aldous said.



Bruce and Tim left the inn and joined the three of us in the street.



“Well, well, well,” Bruce said. “If it isn’t squirrel-boy.”



“Hey, it’s Squirrel Master,” I said.



“Are you sad to see us go?” he asked.



“Some of you,” I said.



“Don’t worry, summoner,” he said. “I’ll be glad to leave you alone, too.”



“Are you all heading the same way?” I asked.



“We will continue our journeys together for a day or so,” Aldous said. “But then we shall part ways as we see fit.”



“In that case, good luck on all of your journeys,” I said. “I would hang around until you leave, but I have other matters to handle.”



“Go take care of your business.” Aldous shooed me off. “We’ll be fine.”



“Just don’t forget about us,” Tim said.



I noticed he had a sling on his arm for his shoulder, that I assumed had been given to him by whatever medical professional the village had.



“And keep an eye out for the book about the dungeon we found,” Lena said. “I will make sure the scholars know how big a part you played in its discovery.”



“I appreciate it,” I said.



Tim hugged me before I could do anything about it, and I realized how truly thankful he was for what I’d done for him in the dungeon. I gave Lena a short hug of farewell and shook Aldous’ hand with a firm grip. I nodded at Bruce because no way was I going to let him get a grip on me then made my way to the archive.



The idea that I would probably never see them again was a strange weight in my mind, but I supposed that was just how this world worked.



I got to the archive and used the key Jacob had given me to get inside. I went straight to the shelves and searched for a book of dungeon maps. I found one and opened it on my lap as I sat on the floor. It was old as hell, but it was the best option in the outdated archive.



The dungeon I’d already been to wasn’t marked on it, of course, but according to the pages, there was a low-level dungeon that looked like it was about three days of walking away, in the opposite direction of the spot where the forgotten dungeon was. I had to go back through the forest I’d first appeared in, cross a river, and then after another day or so I should arrive at the entrance.



“More goblins on the way, most likely,” I said. “Great…”



I planned to do whatever I could to level up along the way so I could cut the journey short, but if that didn’t work out then delving into another dungeon was as good a way of leveling up as any. Even if I didn’t end up making it to the dungeon I could always go back to it at some point, and according to the map, it was on the way to the nearest city anyway.



No one else in the village would need it, so I tore the map out of the book, folded it, and tucked it into my pocket. That’s when I remembered I still had the
 Ghost Orb
 on me. I tested it in my hands again and was amazed by how light it felt.



“I wonder what I do with this now?” I asked myself, then remembered that I didn’t have to wonder.



I grabbed Clive’s hilt with my free hand and repeated the question.



“It cannot hold another ghost now that it has been used already,” Clive said.



“So it’s just a ghost prison now?” I asked.



“No,” Clive said. “In fact, it is a very useful weapon. Unless they possess something like I have, ghosts cannot survive outside dungeons. So, if you are ever in a tricky situation you can smash that orb, and the ghost will be released to bring havoc upon whoever you are fighting. It will only last for a few moments before its spirit passes on to the next realm.”



“Interesting.” I inspected it some more and then put it back in my pocket.



“I see we are in some kind of archive,” Clive said. “It is much smaller than others I have seen.”



“That’s what she said,” I joked.



“Who is she?” Clive asked.



“Never mind,” I said. “And yes, I’m in the archive. I’ve just found the next dungeon I will be traveling to.”



“Excellent news,” Clive said. “Does that mean you have found your replacement protector?”



“Not even close,” I admitted. “And now the dungeon-crawlers are gone… I’m not sure there’s anyone else in the village with a fighting chance.”



“Or perhaps there is and they have just not had the chance to showcase their skills,” Clive said. “It could be worth asking around. Sometimes wondrous things can be found in unlikely places.”



“I’ll ask Kate if she knows of any potential candidates,” I said.



“Kate…” Clive tested the name on his tongue, if ghost-possessed swords had tongues. “Is that where the noises I heard last night were from?”



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.



“Sure you don’t,” he said.



“So tell me about this next dungeon,” Clive said. “I may have been there before.”



“It’s called the Maze of Mockery,” I said. “The name doesn’t sound too enticing, but I’m hoping I don’t make it that far anyway. My main goal is to level up, the dungeon is just an endpoint for me to visualize if the forest doesn’t provide enough XP.”



“Ah, the Maze of Mockery,” Clive said. “I have been there before, indeed, but it was quite some time ago.”



“Any experience there is better than none,” I said.



“My memories are a little foggy,” he said. “I may need some time to recollect my thoughts, or risk giving you incorrect facts about it.”



“No worries, like I said, hopefully we don’t make it there at all,” I said. “Not right now anyway. In the future, it might prove useful to explore.”



I took my hand off the hilt and left the archive. As I opened the door, Jacob was on the other side doing the same thing.



“Cole,” he said. “What are the odds?”



“Not that unreasonable, considering there are only three places in the village where I would be.” I took in his disheveled appearance and red eyes. “Late night?”



“That darts game you showed us is dangerous,” he said. “We were up until sunrise playing it. It’s a good thing Aldous is leaving today because no one could beat him.”



“Maybe being a summoner helped with his aim,” I said.



“Well, that desk chair isn’t going to fall asleep on itself,” he said. “I’d best be getting to work.”



“Good luck with that,” I said.



I left the archive and went to the tavern to ask Kate about people who may be fit to protect the village.



I’d expected to see her sweeping or cleaning the tables when I arrived, but when I creaked the door open she was in the middle of a deep conversation with her brother.



Whatever they were talking about must’ve been important because his posture didn’t look pleased at all as he left through one of the doors behind the bar.



“Do I sense a bit of sibling rivalry?” I asked as I closed the door behind me.



“He just gets antsy every now and then,” she said. “I can tell he’s bored, but he just won’t do anything about it.”



“I noticed he was a higher level than most people in the village,” I said. “How did that happen?”



“When we were teenagers, he would sneak off into the forest to fight the goblins,” she said. “Then one day, Father caught him and stopped him from going. He hasn’t cared about anything other than the tavern since, or he’s pretended not to care about anything else anyway.”



That struck a thought in my head like lightning.



“Do you think he would be the new protector in my place?” I asked. “He could stay in the village and still get the excitement he craves.”



“I’m not sure,” Kate said. “He has a wife and children now, as well as the tavern to run.”



I visibly deflated at her reply.



“But I will ask him anyway to make sure,” she added. “But I’m not promising anything.”



“Thank you.” I grabbed her hands and held them in mine. “You have a few days to convince him anyway, I’m leaving for the dungeon tomorrow.”



“What if he doesn’t agree?” Kate asked. “I don’t want you to come back from your adventure to the dungeon and be back at square one.”



“Think about any other potential candidates while I am gone,” I said. “As long as there is at least someone I can set my hopes on when I get back then that should be fine.”



“How long will you be gone?” She asked.



“It’s roughly three days away traveling on foot,” I said. “And who knows how long it will take for me to complete the actual dungeon.”



“It all sounds so terrifying.” Kate shuddered. “You’re in an entirely new world and still braver than I am despite being born here.”



“You have to take chances to get what you want,” I said. “I’ve learned that the hard way.”



“Perhaps I should start taking more matters into my own hands,” she said.



I looked over at the back wall and saw that the dart board was still there, and the knives were placed in a neat line on the nearest table.



“I expect full credit for that game after I leave,” I said. “I want to be remembered here as Squirrel Master, inventor of darts.”



“Don’t forget the deranged bit, because the village people definitely won’t,” she said. “And that reminds me, I still owe you a pastry.”



“We’ll call it a farewell present.” I smiled.



Kate and I went to the bakery, and she bought me a cream-filled pastry and a berry-filled one for herself. We went back to the tavern and ate them there as we talked more about Earth and Morseen.



She was fascinated when I told her about theme parks, and she asked if I could build one in Morseen.



“I don’t think I have the skill or the knowledge to do that,” I chuckled. “But if I ever get the chance to take you to one, I will.”



“Also, it’s a bit of an ask, but…” She drew the words out. “I know you have bigger things on your plate, but if you happen to see any more centicores on your journey, do you think you could watch them for a bit? I know it sounds strange.”



“If they don’t attack me on sight,” I said. “But why do you want me to watch them? I doubt they get up to anything particularly interesting.”



“I can’t stop thinking about how unusual the aggressive behavior was,” she said. “There has to be something up with them, but I can’t for the life of me imagine what it might be.”



“I’ll do my best to investigate.” I put my hand over hers, and her skin was soft under my palm.



I left her to work as the first customers came in and then went straight back to the inn. My plan was to leave with the sunrise, and I wanted as much relaxing sleep as possible before I had to watch my back and stay alert twenty-four-seven.



I drew my route on the map I’d torn from the book as I sat on my bed. I had Clive beside me, and I kept a hold of his hilt so he could give input on the route I planned on taking.



“Perhaps you should reconsider taking that bridge across the river,” he said. “When I was alive, bridges were hotspots for bandits.”



“How else am I supposed to get across?” I asked. “I can’t swim across or my clothes will get wet, and that’ll be a hassle. Also, I don’t want to deal with whatever freaky creatures you guys have swimming around in your bodies of water.”



“There will be other areas to cross,” he said. “A fallen tree, a few tall stones lodged in the river bed, you may have to wait until you are there to flesh out the rest of your plan.”



“I don’t like leaving things up to chance,” I said as I stared at the map. “But I suppose there is no other choice right now.”



“I don’t know about you, but I’m going to sleep before our long day tomorrow,” Clive yawned.



“How are you even tired?” I asked. “You’re a sword that hasn’t even been pulled out all day. You’ve just sat there.”



The next thing I heard was snoring, but I wasn’t sure if it was real or if he was faking it.



“I guess I’ll sleep, too, then,” I said.



I tucked myself under the blanket and imagined Kate running around the tavern as I drifted off. It would be a lot quieter in there tonight without me or the other dungeon-crawlers, but I supposed that would be a good thing for a barmaid.



I remembered how she came to meet me when I was leaving the village for the first dungeon, and how her eyes took in the surroundings she’d never seen before.



I wondered what things I would see on my journey the next day. I’d already seen a real-life golem, so what I might see next was as unpredictable as the dungeon itself. There was no way of knowing until I was there in the moment, but I couldn’t help but think about all the hypothetical situations over and over again.



I wasn’t so worried about dealing with the goblins if I had a run-in with them again, but I hoped I wouldn’t for the sake of ease. I definitely didn’t want to run into any more centicores, even though Kate wanted me to examine them, and if I did then I just hoped that I’d see them before they saw me.



Before I knew it, I was fast asleep and lost in a dream about knights and dragons. Then I woke up wondering if this world had dragons, and I stretched out my limbs, shook the remnants of the dream from my head, and set my sights on the task at hand.



I contemplated knocking and saying goodbye for now to Kate and Jacob, but for one I didn’t think they would appreciate being woken so early, and things would also be easier if I left, leveled up, and returned as fast as I could.



The chill of the night still hung in the air outside, but I appreciated its greeting as I left the inn. I tried to forget about what I would miss during my trek through the wilderness. The memories of the food, the warm baths, the ale, and especially Kate would do me no good alone in the forest.



I didn’t have anything in particular to say to Clive, but I kept my hand on the hilt of the sword in case he wanted to speak. It made me feel less alone as I wandered through the trees and foliage.



The smell of the forest reminded me of a type of soap I couldn’t quite put my finger on, and the song of Morseen’s birdlike creatures played from the canopy.



I’d only caught a glimpse of them a few times, and while they sounded like birds, their feathers had a metallic shimmer to them, and their eyes glowed yellow. They also didn’t fly despite the wings on their bodies, and according to Jacob, it was because alicantos ate ore that weighed them down too much. They still found comfort in high places though, and used their beaks and talons to claw their way up tree trunks.



“What’s the weirdest creature you’ve come across in this world, Clive?” I asked.



“Weird?” he repeated. “I’m not sure. I don’t recall coming across any creatures I hadn’t heard of before from a book or tale from someone else.”



“You’re telling me you live in this place, and you’ve never seen a weird creature?” I asked.



“These creatures may appear strange to you, but to us, they are as normal as… as…” he trailed off. “What are the creatures on Earth like?”



“Far less exciting,” I said. “Unless you give a cat catnip. I’ve come to see how entertaining squirrels can be though, but that’s an occupational hazard now.”



“Squirrels… that’s what those people were calling you,” he said. “Squirrel master, what does it mean?”



I couldn’t believe it had completely slipped my mind to tell him more about the specifics of my summoning ability.



“My powers allow me to summon things from Earth,” I said. “Right now all I can do is squirrels for some reason, but I’m hoping eventually I will be able to summon more.”



“I was never a summoner myself,” he said. “But from what I can remember, material summoners like rock summoners or flesh summoners start out being able to summon half their body weight.”



“Flesh summoners? That sounds fucking gross,” I said.



“They can summon people, as long as they can see them,” he said. “I had a run-in with one once. Creepy little fella. Made my companion attack the rest of us.”



“Like… control them the way voodoo dolls work?” I asked, and it instantly occurred to me that Clive wouldn’t know what a voodoo doll was. “Actually, never mind. I think I understand.”



“It is a cruel ability,” Clive said. “To not have control over your own body, it is terrifying. You could be made to hurt the people closest to you.”



“I just realized,” I said. “You must’ve had a family or friends from before you died in the dungeon. Is there anyone you want my help finding?”



Clive laughed with such suddenness, it startled me.



“Why is that so funny?” I asked.



“Anyone I knew will be long dead by now, my friend,” he said with the remnants of laughter still in his voice.



“I know that,” I said. “But what about any descendants you might have? Did you ever have children?”



“It isn’t in a dungeon-crawler’s best interest to have a family.” More emotion crept into his voice as he spoke. “I considered it once. There was this woman who I could not get out of my head. I met her every time I returned from a dungeon, but every time I left again there was the chance it could be our last goodbye. She knew what she was getting herself into with me, but I wouldn’t be able to leave if I had a child to say goodbye to as well.”



“Did you not consider leaving the dungeon-crawling behind?” I asked.



“This woman made it tempting,” he said. “But I was obsessed. I would’ve ended up going back to it eventually, even if I did tell her it was over.”



“What was her name?” I asked. “She might’ve had children with someone else. You could ask one of her descendants what happened to her in the end.”



“I’m not so sure they’d be willing to open up to a sword who fucked their grandmother,” Clive said.



“You could speak through me,” I offered. “I could say you were my grandfather and I wanted to know more about your ‘one that got away.’”



“Thank you, Cole,” he said. “That’s kind of you, but I would prefer to leave the past behind me.”



For the first time since meeting him, I could tell by the softness to his tone that he was being completely genuine.



“As you wish,” I said.



We then found ourselves buried deep in a conversation about the less important differences between Earth and Morseen. Clive seemed very interested in the concept of fast-food restaurants, and he asked if I could summon him a Happy Meal to try if I ever figured out how to. He also requested that I summon the “doll named Parton” when I had the chance, so he could tell her that she didn’t need to worry about Jolene if she was confident in her partner.



The conversation had just taken a turn toward reality TV when I was forced to stop in my tracks by a familiar grumbling from the bushes.



Fucking goblins.
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 Chapter 10



I’d known it was only a matter of time until we’d meet again, but that didn’t make it a welcome reunion. I took the initiative to speak before they got the jump on me.



“Listen here you little shits,” I addressed the bushes. “I know you’re there, so come out already.”



At first, there was no movement or sound, then one by one, the goblins stepped out of the bushes. Some looked angry and still ready to fight, but some looked sheepish like a dog being yelled at for eating the Thanksgiving turkey.



“Loot!” one shouted at me in their weird little grunting voice.



I analyzed their faces and noticed he was the first goblin I’d seen when I appeared in Morseen, the one I had mistaken for a lost little boy.



“You again,” I growled.



He grunted something back in his gremlin-esque way of speaking and pointed his crude dagger at me. I was getting a strange sense of dj vu from the whole situation, but this time I wasn’t the one out of my depth.



“I have two swords, armor, a new defense skill, and I’ve got my squirrels on top of that.” I put my hands on my hips because I did not feel the need to grab for my weapons at all. “Not to mention I’ve leveled up since we last met. Do you really think pointing that little knife at me is a good idea?”



He stood his ground for ten more seconds, then looked around at the other goblins who looked at me with fear in their eyes.



He grunted one syllable that I assumed was some variation of “fine,” then put his dagger away.



“Thank you for your cooperation,” I said.



He waved his hand at me as if to say “go away now,” so I nodded my head and went on my way.



“See you later, you ugly little bastard,” I muttered to myself as I carried on the way I was walking.



“I see goblins haven’t changed,” Clive said when my hand was back on his hilt. “Still annoying as ever.”



“Tell me about it,” I scoffed.



According to the map, I would come up on the river around the end of the second day, so I had plenty of time to think of ways I could get across if there wasn’t a fallen tree anywhere like Clive had suggested.



The sky darkened on my first day of walking, and I gathered sticks and fallen limbs to build a campfire. I could have summoned my squirrels to help gather them, but I thought it’d be better to save their energy in case I came upon any trouble.



I pulled some low branches of nearby trees together to create a cover for where I was planning to sleep and sat in that spot as I warmed myself by the small fire. I munched on a few berries and a hunk of dried meat I’d taken from the inn, and held Clive in my hand.



“I have some loot from that dungeon,” I said to Clive. “Could I pay the bandits to let me through?”



“Why would they take some of your money when they could take everything?” Clive asked.



“Maybe I could defeat them then?” I said. “The squirrels always shock people, maybe I could distract them and then sneak past.”



“That might actually work,” Clive said. “We’ll have to assess the situation when we arrive at the river, but that sounds like our best option.”



I reheated the meat a little in the fire and savored the warm savory flavor on my tongue. From what I’d experienced so far, Morseen hadn’t experimented much in the culinary department, so maybe I could show them a few things from Earth without summoning. I thought I could make pasta to show the people when I got back, if I could get my hands on some uncooked eggs and whatever type of flour they’d been using to make bread.



Kate was right, maybe there were more parts of Earth I could bring to this world.



The more I thought about it, the only real downside of this world was the monsters I risked running into every now and then, but Earth wasn’t without its monsters, too.



“Clive,” I whispered as I stared at the flames of the campfire. “Do you regret going into that dungeon?”



“Not at all,” he said. “If I hadn’t died in that one, then I would’ve died in another. And I wouldn’t be here if I had.”



“You’d rather be trapped as a sword?” I asked.



“I don’t think about it as being trapped,” he said. “I’ve been looking at it as a second chance.”



I tried to get to sleep after that, but no matter which position I moved myself to or how close or far I was from the fire, I couldn’t fall asleep.



It felt different than what camping out by myself on Earth had been like. On Earth, I knew where to camp to stay clear of bears, and I could handle myself against an ordinary person who wanted to attack campers, but monsters and magical people were another story entirely.



When I’d slept outside with the group of dungeon-crawlers, there was the knowledge that there were multiple people who could hear a noise and wake up before anything happened, but now it was just me. Well, me and Clive, but there wasn’t exactly much he could do without me having a hand in it, literally.



I tried for a little longer to make myself drift off but nothing was working, so I sat up and tried something new.



I attempted to summon six squirrels into the world, and to my delighted surprise, exactly six hopped out of the portal, led by Bug. They inspected the surroundings and looked to me for instruction.



Even though I could control them purely on will, I still enjoyed speaking to them for the element of friendly companionship it provided.



“There’s nothing you need to fight right now,” I assured them. “I just need you guys to take watch while I sleep. Can you do that?”



They didn’t reply, of course, because they’re squirrels.



Instead, they ran off into the surrounding area to hopefully do as I had asked them. Bug stayed close by the fire to watch the more immediate area as I slept, and the urge to use him as a teddy bear was only a little overpowering.



With the knowledge that I wasn’t as vulnerable in the forest, I fell asleep almost instantly. It wasn’t the best sleep I’d ever had, but it gave me the energy I needed to start the journey again as soon as I woke up.



“We need to invent something that makes journeys like this a whole lot faster,” Clive complained when we were three hours into the second day. “We have mounts, but they’re too unpredictable. I rode a griffin once, then the thing kicked me off when we were mid-flight.”



“Oh, my god, were you okay?” I asked. “I mean, I know it didn’t kill you, but… you know.”



“I landed in a lake,” he said. “That’s how I met Marianne.”



“Was she the woman you almost stayed with?” I asked with care.



“She was,” he said.



His voice sounded far away, and he didn’t say any more on the matter after that.



“On Earth, we’ve invented things that increase the speed of travel,” I said. “They’re called cars.”



“I wish to see one one day,” Clive said. “Are they like amulets that increase the speed of the wearer? Or maybe enchanted boots?”



“No, nothing like that,” I said. “It’s more like a cart or carriage, but it goes waaaay faster.”



“Like an enchanted carriage?” he asked.



“Enchantments do not exist on Earth,” I said. “I’ve never encountered one anyway, but I’m also not the luckiest of people. It’s a machine… a device?”



“Mmm,” Clive hummed with understanding.



We continued on for a few more hours until I gave in to temptation, and summoned Bug to sit on my shoulder as we walked for a little while.



“Those are marvelous creatures,” Clive said. “Earth must be a terrifying place with those running around everywhere.”



“It can be a terrifying place, that’s for sure,” I said. “But definitely not because of the squirrels.”



Bug licked and nibbled at my ear as I walked. I felt like a pirate with a parrot on my shoulder, and I’d been stranded on a desert island and had to try to survive.



I mentally shook myself. One insane new world at a time.



I picked a few berries that Clive informed me were definitely not poisonous, and threw and caught them in my mouth while walking. I gave Bug a few, of course, and he thanked me by getting little purple paw prints on my shirt.



Before any of us knew it, the restless sound of a roaring river was coming from somewhere in front of us.



I crouched low and crept forward through the trees and bushes until I came to the end of the foliage and saw the stretch of grass and river beyond it.



“We’ve made it,” I whispered to Clive.



I gazed from as far left as I could see to as far right, but there was no bridge in sight.



“I must’ve skewed a little as I walked.” I took out the map and traced where we were meant to be with my finger.



“Stay hidden as you search the area,” Clive said. “The last thing we want is for the bandits to see you before you see them.”



“Way ahead of you,” I said.



I made my way along the edge of the forest as I scanned the river for a bridge. I kept my head low but didn’t have to worry too much about making noise because the rushing of the river pretty much drowned everything else out.



I also kept an eye out for any fallen trees to cross on, but I wasn’t in luck.



Eventually, I did make out a bridge in the distance and took extra care to stay hidden in the bushes as I pressed closer. As I got closer, I could see more of the wooden bridge, and the wood was rotted as if it was very old. From my low, crouched angle I saw two men hiding on a small ledge of dirt beneath the bridge, just before the water reached it. I followed the length of the bridge with my eyes and found two more men hiding in a similar place at the opposite end.



“I wonder how Aldous and the rest of the gang got past these guys on the way to and from the village,” I said.



“The bandits might not have attacked if they were facing equal numbers,” Clive said. “And add a fire summoner and a brawler on top of that, I think they would’ve sat that one out.”



“I don’t blame them,” I said. “As someone who’s seen Bruce fight firsthand, I would not want to take one of his punches. I was lucky to have avoided that experience.”



“And he was lucky to have avoided your squirrels from the sound of things,” Clive said.



“I’ll never get over how funny it is to hear people speak about them like a secret weapon,” I said.



“Well, are they not?” Clive asked.



“They are,” I said. “They are here anyway, it’s just… never mind. I guess it’s go time.”



I summoned my squirrel friends as out of sight of the bandits as I could, and Bug jumped off my shoulder to greet his friends as they entered Morseen.



Roughly twenty squirrels joined us for the mission. I wondered if I could’ve summoned any more than that, and I would have tried if the situation called for it, but for now, all I needed them for was a distraction. I wanted to know what my max ability was at some point though, and I decided I would practice later on, but enemies were nearby and now was not the time for experimenting.



I couldn’t see the bandits’ stats from where I was, but presumably, if they were more powerful than an average human, then they wouldn’t need to hide under a bridge for a living.



I raised my hand just a little, and when I gave the signal, my squirrels dashed out of the bushes and at the bridge. With all eyes about to be on them, I allowed myself to move a little closer to the bridge for a better view.



My assumptions were correct, the bandits weren’t a special class like summoners or brawlers, but they were higher level than me, and one of them wasn’t human, but was a dwarf instead. They’d positioned a Lvl 05 and a Lvl 07 at each end of the bridge, and my plan of distraction rather than a straight-up fight was going swimmingly so far.



I wasn’t sure if they could really see from under the bridge, and they didn’t make any moves as the squirrels got closer. It suddenly became clear that they operated based on sound when my squirrel horde scurried onto the bridge and the bandits swung out at both ends.



“Give us everything you’ve got or…” the words crumbled in the mouth of the Lvl 05 dwarf. “What the fuck are they?”



“I don’t know.” A Lvl 07 with a big axe in his hands trembled. “But they’re freaky.”



Bug moved a little closer to the one that had spoken last, and he jumped back with such force that he almost fell into the river.



“Get it away from me!” he screamed.



“I’m not touching it!” the Lvl 07 from the other side of the bridge called.



He had what looked like one of the daggers the goblins used in his hand, and the blade shook due to how nervous he was.



The dwarf plucked up some bravery out of nowhere and scooted closer to the squirrels, but all it took was one look from the little squirrel, I’d decided was a female, to make him run away.



My army of tiny furry creatures chittered loudly as they scampered across after the bandits, and their fluffy tails twitched erratically. To me, the action was cute, but the bandits seemed terrified by it.



The rest of the bandits were backing away from the bridge little by little, but it still wasn’t far enough for me to get past without them knowing.



To speed things up a little, I split the horde in half and sent one-half after the left bandits and one-half after the right. The squirrels ran with their full force at the bandits, who screamed and cried as they ran away along the riverbanks.



The girl squirrel was fast, and she managed to pounce on the other Lvl 05 while he tried to escape. I ordered the squirrels not to hurt the bandits, but as it turned out, they didn’t need to. Their presence alone scared the shit out of the bandits.



I took the open window and darted to the bridge. The squirrels would seek me out after they knew I was across, but for now, all I had to worry about was getting to the other side. Or that’s what I thought, anyway.



I had one foot on the wooden bridge when that unfortunately familiar huffing sound flew through the air from the other end of the bridge.



I could’ve snapped Clive over my knee in irritation.



“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” I yelled.



The goddamn centicore, horns and tusks sharp and strong as ever, was poised at the other end of the bridge. Its stance screamed hostility, and its eyes screamed along with it.



Wait, it had eyes, eyes that looked fully functional.



This wasn’t the centicore from the village.



On one hand, I was glad this particular centicore didn’t have a personal grudge against me, but on the other hand, it meant there were multiple aggressive centicores around.



I was starting to think Kate’s fact about centicores usually being docile was complete bullshit. It wasn’t the same centicore as the one I’d faced before.



It was not the same level as the first creature, but that didn’t make its attacks any less threatening.



It scraped its back left hoof against the ground as it stared me down.



I took a step backward so I could dive either way without going in the river if I needed to. I kept my eyes glued to the centicore the whole time.



I tried to move my hand to Clive’s hilt with discretion but as soon as my hand was anywhere near the sword, the beast lost it.



It charged at me with ferocity and intent, and I dove to the left just as it was about to crash into me.



I shot back to my feet, and it was a good thing too because the centicore had skidded to a halt and was charging at me again. I faked another dive further in the direction I had gone the first time, and the centicore fell for the fake-out.



The centicore tried to change directions at the last minute and ended up crashing right into the railing at the side of the bridge. Its horns tore through the old, weather-worn wood and embedded themselves in the stronger pieces that didn’t crumble from the impact.



It couldn’t get its head out no matter how hard it tried. After five brutal shakes of its head in an attempt to free itself, the beast stopped from exhaustion, and thank God it did, because the bridge was starting to creak from the movement. Its back hooves bucked out behind it, but it was no use.



I took the opportunity to see what my squirrels were up to.



One of the groups was chasing the Lvl 07 with the big axe back in my direction.



With a second look, I noticed they weren’t leading him this way on purpose. They were following him because he was also running from two centicores.



“Shit!” I hissed.



I willed the squirrels to stop chasing the man and come back to me, and thankfully one of the centicores continued to chase the bandit. The other, however, was going after my squirrels.



The bandits from the right side of the bridge must’ve continued running because the other group of squirrels jumped out from behind me, and all my squirrels rejoined into one big group.



Then, instead of running, they pounced onto the back of the oncoming centicore. They scratched and bit at its back and legs, and went for the eyes like they had before.



The centicore roared in pain, and the other beast that was still trapped in the structure of the bridge cried out at the sound of another of its species being attacked.



These beasts were too violent and unpredictable to be let go, so I stood behind it, and in one smooth swipe, I sliced through its neck in what I hoped was the quickest way possible.



“Oh!” Clive squeaked. “Oh, that is very strange!”



Blood sprayed out from the wound, and it stained the ground all around me as the beast collapsed with a final gurgling death rattle.



The skin on my forearm twinged in that familiar way, and I wanted to check my stats, but for now, I had to focus on yet another huff from a fourth centicore emerging from the forest.



A centicore whose eyes had been ripped out with a back full of scars.



Without needing to think twice about it, I dug deep into wherever my magic was stored and summoned as many squirrels as possible. The black-and-green portal seemed to vibrate with energy as squirrels poured out, and they joined me on the bridge in one big fluffy battalion.



“For Narnia!” I screamed as they ran forward to join the fight because I just couldn’t help myself.



The blind centicore must’ve remembered the scent of the squirrels because it charged directly at them without swaying at all. It huffed and whined out in anger, and its horns looked prepared to draw blood.



My new set of squirrels parted just in time before they were trampled, and leaped onto the beast’s back without needing to be willed to by me.



They grow up so fast.



I checked on the other centicore that my first group was attacking while the second group took care of that one, and they were struggling to stay on as the creature bucked and threw its body around like a rodeo bull.



The female squirrel was flung from its horns and was about to fly over the fence and into the water before I leaped over and caught her like she was a baseball.



She gave my thumbs a nuzzle, shot me a fierce look, and rejoined the fight.



I’d had enough of these centicores and raised Clive in front of me. His blade shone even brighter in the light of the sunset.



“I’ve been waiting so long to be a part of the action like this again,” he said with glee.



I gave him what he desired, and I plunged him up into the ribcage of one centicore through the soft spot behind its front leg when there was an opening free of squirrels.



The beast coughed blood but still tried to shake the squirrels from its body as it collapsed to the ground in its final, dying breaths.



My squirrels joined the rest of their friends on the one remaining centicore, the blind one, and I plunged my sword into the other one a final time just to make sure it was dead.



I was about to give the squirrels a helping hand with the last one, but there was no need.



They swarmed the thing like piranhas to a drop of blood. Their teeth sunk into its flesh and tore out chunk after blood-covered chunk. Their fluffy tails swept through the blood oozing out of every orifice and painted the areas around them until the entire beast was red.



They crawled for the eyes again when its body had suffered enough, and two on either side of its head reached through its eye sockets.



One squirrel burrowed deep through an eyeball until only their back feet and tail were visible, and they must have jumbled around the contents of the centicore’s skull with their sharp claws.



Not long after that, the beast slumped with death.



The bridge, the squirrels, and Clive were all covered in blood. The whole place looked like the pig blood prom scene from
 Carrie
 .



Bug and the female squirrel scurried over to me from the horned corpse and tugged at my pant leg. I scooped them up in my hands but made sure to keep enough of a distance so they didn’t drip centicore blood on me from their mouths and tiny claws.



Was it a good idea to give squirrels baths? That would have to be a problem for another day.



A creaking sound sprung from the sides and floorboards of the bridge. It was then followed by splintering, and snapping, and even more adrenaline pounded through my veins before the whole thing collapsed into the river.



Bug and the girl squirrel leaped onto my back as I dove off the crumbling bridge and landed with a thud on the grass. The wood and centicore corpses fell into the river behind me and washed away with the current. Thank fuck I didn’t jump a second later.



“Well done guys,” I congratulated as I got to my feet. “We finally took it down, along with three more… and a bridge.”



I looked at the girl squirrel and then at what remained of the bridge, which wasn’t much.



“Your name has to be Bridget now,” I said to her.



She licked my thumb and left a small, squirrel-mouth-sized red mark.



I sent them all back through the portal to do whatever it was they did in their free time and looted the corpses of the centicores.



Material:
 Centicore hide x3



Material:
 Centicore horns x3



Gold:
 +183



There was a tingling in my forearm that spread throughout my whole body, and my eyes blurred with the presence of light that only lasted for a few seconds at most. The sensation was as amazing as the first time it had happened. I checked my stats, and I was at Lvl 04 from the fight, I was even a quarter of the way to Lvl 05. I’d hoped to get to Lvl 04 from the dungeon, never mind from only day two of the journey.



After just one day, I’d already achieved my goal, along with another unknown goal of killing that fucking centicore, not to mention scaring away the bandits from the area, hopefully for good.



I couldn’t wait to tell Kate and Jacob about the battle and how I’d intimidated the goblins away from a fight.



“I don’t know about you,” I said to Clive. “But I’m pretty satisfied with the journey so far.”



“You have definitely accomplished a lot more than you had planned,” he said. “Perhaps stretching the journey on for another few days would be counterintuitive.”



“I was just thinking the same thing,” I said. “I should be more experienced for my journey to a city now without needing the dungeon. And if I pass any dungeons on my way to the city, I can still explore them then.”



“Off we go!” Clive sang.



My hips were a little sore from the harsh landings when I was diving out of the way, but I was far too pleased with myself to care as I walked back toward Larkworth.



Clive was also overcome by the exhilaration. He didn’t even care that he was slathered in blood, he couldn’t stop talking about how exciting the battle was.



“I can’t remember the feeling of such thrill,” he said. “A centicore fight! My time as your sword just keeps getting better and better.”



“Even the part where you were inside of a centicore?” I asked.



“It was not so bad,” he said. “It was warm in there. As you pulled me out I imagined I was being born again.”



“That is… mildly disturbing,” I said. “Please, never repeat that, or I will have to throw you in the river next time.”



“You would drown me? I thought we were companions?” he whimpered with fake hurt.



“You can’t drown, you can’t even breathe in the first place,” I said. “Not as a ghost and not as a sword. The worst you’ll do is rust and have to stay there until someone else finds you.”



“Rusting…” he said. “It feels strange to have some way to break again, after the invulnerability of being a ghost. I feel so… vulnerable despite being a weapon. Is that irony?”



“I will try my hardest not to let you break,” I said. “As long as you keep the questionable things you say to a minimum.”



“So, I suppose moaning when you sheath me is out of the question?” He asked with a smirk in his voice.



“What do you think?” I asked.



We ended up at the same place to make our campsite as before, and luckily the sticks were unmoved. I made a fire, all the while wishing Aldous was there to make it quicker, then laid beside it and relaxed my aching body.



I laid there for a while by myself before I summoned six squirrels to guard me as I slept. Bug and Bridget weren’t with the six this time, but they deserved the night off after their hard work anyway.



I couldn’t be sure how long I’d been asleep when one of the red squirrels tugged at my hair to wake me up.



At first, I was groggy, but the unmistakable sound of footsteps nearby kickstarted my senses, and my hand reached for Clive.
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I surveyed the area lit up by the remnants of the burning fire, but there was nothing but trees and bushes. I crept back into the bush behind me so I could look around with the advantage of secrecy.



If I remembered correctly, then the red squirrel had run off to the east of the campsite to watch the area, which meant whatever made the footsteps must’ve been in that direction, too.



I snuck east all the while trying my best to remain under the cover of bushes and low-hanging tree branches.



The further away I inched from the campfire, the harder it was to see in the dark. The red squirrel had hopped onto my shoulder and kept an eye on the area behind me as I went forward.



The sound was of two footsteps, so whatever it was out there was alone and had two feet, but the steps were too loud to be from a goblin. The only creature I could assume the steps belonged to was a human, but surely no one powerless would choose to be in the forest alone at night. My safest option was to assume they were powerful until proven otherwise.



“Did you hear that?” I whispered to Clive.



“I did,” he whispered back, even though no one but me could hear him.



“Can you tell what it is?” I asked.



“Sounds human,” he said. “Possibly elven.”



“That’s what I thought,” I said.



I crept a little closer, and another squirrel jumped onto my other shoulder. He was small and a very light gray, and must’ve heard the noise, too, and came to tell me. Soon enough all the squirrels I had sent out to stand guard had caught the sound and were jumping onto me as I got closer to the footsteps’ origin.



I couldn’t make out a body in the dark distance, but eventually, I was able to make out a class, species, and level from the sound source’s stats.



Beast Whisperer:
 Human Lvl 14



“A beast whisperer,” Clive said. “I haven’t encountered one of them in a long time.”



As soon as I saw the class there was only one thing on my mind.



“Will they be able to control my squirrels?” I asked with urgency.



“I’m sorry, but I’m not sure,” Clive said. “They can control creatures that are the same or a lower level than them. Whisperers can take over control of creatures summoned from Morseen, which is why creature summoners will never attempt a fight with one. As for creatures from another world… my knowledge is empty.”



My protectiveness toward my squirrels threatened to make me angry at Clive’s lack of an answer, but I took a deep breath and reminded myself I shouldn’t be mad at him for not having an answer to a problem he never knew he would encounter.



The beast whisperer stopped suddenly, and so did I. I watched them without making a sound. They didn’t move or look around, and I assumed they were looking at their stats window.



I could’ve left then before they saw me, but I wouldn’t feel safe to sleep as long as they were nearby. I waited there in silence until they made another move.



Without any warning sign, they spun around and rushed at me like a rabid dog. I realized it was a man as he gnashed his teeth like an animal and clawed to catch onto my clothing. I maneuvered away from him then stood to my full height with Clive positioned in front of me.



The beast whisperer hunched over and circled me slowly. I didn’t take my eyes off of him, and he never took his eyes off me.



His head was full of unruly, matted hair that grew down into a beard that was just as unkempt. There were also little twigs and leaves stuck in the hair, and grease clung to each strand like he hadn’t washed in weeks, or even months. He smelled like it, too. The stench of B.O. hit me like a truck, but I didn’t allow myself to show any physical reaction to the assault on my nose.



There was a wildness to his eyes that chilled me to the bone, and if I hadn’t seen his stats then there was no way I would’ve guessed this thing was human.



“Are they all like this?” I asked Clive without removing my attention from the man.



“Not the ones I’ve encountered,” he said. “But I have heard stories of them isolating themselves from people and living among the creatures they control. They might even believe they are the creatures themselves.”



So he was kind of like Tarzan, but creepier, and evil looking, and nothing like a Disney prince at all.



He dashed toward me again, and I dodged him once. I decided I would give him one chance to leave me alone, and then I would fight back.



“I know you can understand me,” I said. “You have one chance. Leave now and carry on your way, or I will not take any more mercy on you.”



He didn’t reply in words and instead snarled at me. His eyes caught a glimpse of the red squirrel on my shoulder, and a sparkle lit up his eyes as he did.



My heart dropped as his hand flew up. I was about to bring up my shield to see if that would block his magic, but I quickly realized there was no need to.



His hand waved at the red squirrel many times, but with each flick of his wrist, nothing happened. Confusion melted down his face, but not as much as it did on the squirrel’s.



“Why isn’t it working?” he growled into the darkness.



He tried again to control Red but nothing happened.



“What are these beasts of yours and why are they immune to me?” he asked in an aggressive tone.



“I owe you no explanation,” I said. “Are you reconsidering my offer to part ways peacefully?”



“Not a chance.” He waved his hand to a tree nearby and an alicanto jumped down to the ground.



They weren’t a threatening species, but they must’ve been the only other thing nearby for him to control.



He sent the alicanto charging at me as he did so himself, and I brought up my shield before they both ran into me.



He ran straight into it, and the force of the impact sent him falling backward, while the alicanto obviously had better reaction speed and slid underneath the shield.



I willed my squirrels off of my body, and all six of them went for the bird. Two zeroed in on its long, metallic neck, while the rest tore at its wings and body.



The bird’s golden feathers were harder to cut through than normal feathers would be, so I summoned six more squirrels to make sure the job got finished.



While they took care of that, I retracted my energy shield and pointed Clive at the beast whisperer, who was still picking himself up from the ground.



Suddenly my mind put two and two together.



“You’ve been making the centicores violent, haven’t you?” I asked with confidence.



Every time he struggled away, I stepped closer to him and kept my sword an inch from his face.



“Answer me,” I demanded.



“Yes!” he relented. “It was me.”



“Do you have any idea how many people you’ve almost killed?” I asked. “You sent one to a quiet village. If I hadn’t been there, people would have died!”



“Let them die!” Spit flew out of his mouth as he screamed. “People do not deserve the land they walk on. Let them d…”



I plunged my sword through his neck and watched as the life drained from his eyes, along with the torment that had been swirling in them. I couldn’t help but feel as if I were putting him out of his misery by tearing him away from a life of anger and hatred.



“The people of that village deserve to walk on this land more than you ever did,” I stated.



I pulled my sword out of him and reinserted it in my sheath.



The XP from the kill absorbed into me, and I checked my stats to see I was now a third of the way to Lvl 05, which was more than I ever wished for from the journey.



“You did the right thing,” Clive assured me. “He was too far gone to be convinced he was wrong.”



Gold:
 +2



It appeared in my inventory as I stood over the body. It wasn’t much, but I supposed he didn’t have much need for money when he’d lived alone in the wild. The alicanto also dropped three pieces of gold ore, and I added them to my inventory despite not knowing what I could do with them.



“I’m not so tired anymore,” I said to Clive and the squirrels. “I just want to get back home to the village.”



It took more walking without a single break than I’d ever done before, but eventually, I pressed through the outskirts of the forest and the beautiful little village of Larkworth was in sight again.



It was almost night again when I returned, and the darkness it provided gave me the perfect cover to sneak into the inn without anybody seeing. As much as I loved the fanfare I’d received when I got back from my first dungeon quest, this time I wanted nothing more than to rest.



Dean would have to know I was back eventually so I could get some food, but I was sure he would keep the secret of my return if it meant I had a better experience with his business.



I walked along the sides of the buildings to keep my presence as quiet as possible. Whenever someone else appeared on the street I made sure to either walk faster to avoid them, or go in another direction.



I arrived at the inn, cracked open the front door, and avoided the noisy floorboards as I tiptoed to my room. My key was in the lock of my door when the door to Dean’s room flung open.



Thank fuck it was just him.



“Who goes there?” he shouted. “How dare you attempt to enter the Squirrel Master’s room!”



“It’s reassuring to see my room would be safe from a trespasser.” I turned to face him fully.



“Squirrel Master?” he asked. “I apologize deeply. I had heard your adventure would take a lot longer and didn’t think it would be you.”



“No worries, Dean,” I said. “And yes, it was supposed to take longer, but I achieved my goal a lot faster than planned.”



“That is good to hear, sir,” he said. “Can I get you anything for now?”



“I would appreciate some food and something to drink,” I said. “I would also appreciate it if you kept my return quiet until tomorrow. I would like to rest tonight.”



“As you wish.” He bowed his head and scurried off to the kitchen.



I almost felt bad for asking him to make me food at night, but considering I’d just prevented any more centicore attacks on the village I thought it was a deserved meal. Besides, I had enough gold now that I could offer him a tip or something for the inconvenience.



I went into my room, removed my armor, weapons, and boots, and I laid on my bed until the food came. My eyes tried to close, but I forced them to stay open.



The food arrived in record time. It was all items that didn’t need to be cooked like cheese, bread, and berries, and I appreciated that because it meant I didn’t have to wait very long at all.



I was half asleep as I shoveled the food into my mouth, and seconds after I washed it all down with a mug of milk from whatever animal, I was out like a light.



I’d woken up fairly early on every day I’d spent in this world so far, but that morning, I woke up when the sun was already high in the sky. I allowed myself to lay in and curled up with the blanket until I was bored by the lack of movement.



I pushed the blanket off of me, pulled my armor and boots back on, and left the inn to make the most of what was left of the day. It didn’t even take ten seconds of being outside for someone to notice me and scream my name.



“He’s back! Cole is back!” A woman alerted the rest of the nearby villagers.



They flocked to me as they’d done before, but this time I was refreshed and ready for their excitement.



“How was your journey?” someone in the crowd asked.



“He’s leveled up!” another person shouted with glee.



“I have indeed,” I said. “And you need not fear the return of the centicore any longer.”



There were gasps and mumbles of speculation from the sea of people.



“The centicores were being controlled by a mad beast whisperer,” I said. “I gave him a chance to move on, but he chose death instead.”



The villagers screamed with joy and gratitude. A mother held her baby out for me to kiss on the forehead, and a child offered me a single pink flower.



“It was the least I could do in return for your kindness,” I said, but they did not allow me to downplay the achievement.



The cheers of gratitude were so loud and constant in my ears that I just knew I’d hear them echoing in my head even after I found a moment of silence. Random women came and kissed my cheeks. Every man around praised me like I’d just taken their team to the championship, and their words of gratitude and amazement followed me everywhere I went.



I had to make a conscious effort to keep myself grounded because with all the compliments, I was inches away from thinking I was a hero of epic proportions.



But maybe I was. I’d done a lot to protect the village and the people who lived in Larkworth. Why not let them praise me and show their thanks?



I wanted to speak to Kate and see if she’d managed to think of anyone to protect the village, but I knew I’d have no chance of getting there through the crowd when they wouldn’t leave me alone. There was only one thing I could do to get there.



“Everybody to the tavern to celebrate!” I announced. “Your Deranged Squirrel Master commands it!”



They cheered so loud it hurt my ears, then we all paraded to the tavern to get day drunk.



There were only three people there when we all pushed through the door, two of them being Kate and Brian, and the third man was a lonely drinker. Brian’s face lit up as he saw all the customers flood in.



I had to let a few people buy me drinks in order to get them to leave me alone, and when I had enough attention off of me to sneak away, I found Kate and sat at a table with her.



“So,” I said. “How did the search for potential candidates go?”



“No, no, no.” She shook her head. “You first. How are you back way earlier than planned and a Lvl 04?”



“Well, I never actually made it to the dungeon,” I said. “I was attacked by four centicores on the way, and that’s what got me to Lvl 04. After that I figured I could save myself a few days, and not risk exhausting myself, and come back to the village. Then I ran into a beast whisperer.”



“A beast whisperer?” she asked, and her eyes lit up with interest. “Could he control your squirrels?”



“No he couldn’t, thank fuck,” I said. “It turns out it was him turning the centicores hostile. He was the reason the village was attacked.”



“That explains their change in behavior,” she said. “I can’t believe it.”



“He was an unsettling person to encounter,” I said. “It was like his power had entirely consumed who he was. I hope that never happens to me…”



“I’m sure things like that only happen to weak-willed people.” She put her hand over mine. “And trust me, you are anything but weak willed.”



“Thanks.” I smiled. “Anyway, back to my potential replacements…”



“Right.” She produced a small piece of paper she’d tucked into her bodice. “Apart from my brother and the knights, the next highest- level people in the village are the butcher, one of the farmer’s sons, and the blacksmith.”



“I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to any of them,” I said. “Not directly, anyway. They may have been in a crowd at some point. Are they here right now?”



Kate scanned the room.



“It’s hard to be sure,” she said. “There are so many people here, but I don’t see them.”



“It’s okay,” I said. “We can devote tomorrow to tracking them down.”



Kate smiled at me, but the smile was snatched away when her brother called for her.



“Kate, I need some help with the customers!” he shouted across the room.



“Coming!” she shouted back.



She gave me a peck on the cheek and then ran off to serve drinks to people. I took a sip of one of my free ales and savored the taste.



Jacob appeared in front of me and sat down in Kate’s seat.



“So no goodbye?” he smirked.



“What can I say?” I shrugged. “I’m a man of mystery.”



He claimed one of my free drinks and took a swig.



“Hey, Jacob,” I lowered my tone to a more serious one. “When I leave the village, can you do me a favor and make sure Kate is okay?”



He took another swig before answering.



“For you? It’s the least I can do,” he said.



I drank a few more free drinks after that, but I didn’t go overboard. Jacob on the other, hand had to be carried home by me and a Lvl 01 man named Paul.



I went back to the inn after that, ate the food Dean had left out, and went to bed.



The next day I was back to waking up early and making the most of the day as early as possible. I got dressed and walked so fast I basically ran to the tavern. The sooner I could find a replacement, the sooner I could go searching for what this world had to offer.



The door was locked, so I went around the side of the building and looked in the window of one of the rooms attached to the main body of the tavern.



Inside, there was a small desk piled high with notebooks, a dusty bow leaning against the wall, and a bed where Kate was sound asleep.



“Hey,” I whispered. “Kate! It’s me, Cole.”



She mumbled something but didn’t lift her head or open her eyes.



Wow, this girl did not like being woken up.



“I’ll let you cuddle the squirrels,” I bribed.



Her head shot up, and her eyes sprung open.



“I’m up, I’m up,” she said.



She stumbled out of bed, and I watched as she took off her nightdress and changed into her day clothes. Even without touching her I could see how soft her skin was, and the memory of it danced on my palms.



I hadn’t noticed before, but there was a scatter of small freckles across her body like stars in the night sky. They dotted her pale skin in the most adorable way, and I wanted to run a line from each one with my finger and connect them like a constellation, but I had bigger tasks at hand.



She ran her hands through her hair to tame it at least a little, and then once her boots were on, she was ready to get going.



I went back around to the front of the tavern to meet her, and up close, it was easy to tell she’d just been sleeping, but despite the sleep in her eyes, she was still gorgeous.



“Where should we start?” I asked.



“Maybe the farmer’s son,” she suggested. “Farmers are always up early to tend to the fields and whatnot.”



“Sounds good,” I said. “Lead the way.”



We strolled through the village and watched as the villagers came out of their houses and headed to work. Even though we had a task at hand, it felt nice to people-watch as we walked in the sunlight. It felt almost like a date.



Did people in Morseen date? Maybe they courted. Shit, I wouldn’t be surprised if arranged marriage was a thing in the higher levels of society.



“Have you met the farmer’s son before?” I asked.



“A few times,” she said. “He’s a nice man, but he hasn’t been into the tavern much since I rejected him.”



“What?” I asked, a little louder than I meant to.



“It was a long time ago,” she said.



“Do you think he might still hold a grudge against you?” I asked.



“I doubt it,” she said. “But I suppose we’ll see.”



She led me to the farming fields next to the village and pointed at a small wooden barn just beyond.



“He should be in there,” she said. “He goes to work early to say good morning to the unicorns.”



“What?” I asked. “You’re telling me there are unicorns in there?”



I’d known this place had fantasy creatures like that, hell, I’d fought a bunch of centicores, but unicorns seemed like the honorary symbol of things that didn’t exist. If I told anyone I knew from Earth that I was about to see one, the only person who would believe me was my five-year-old cousin.



“Are you ready?” Kate asked.



“Fuck, yeah,” I said.



We carefully walked around the lines of crops toward the wooden building, and Kate knocked on the door when we got there.



“Come in!” a jovial voice called from the other side.



Kate opened the door, and I followed her inside.



There was a window hatch in the roof that was open to let in some light, and the floor was absolutely covered with hay. The building itself didn’t catch my attention at all because in each of the stalls lining the walls there was a real, live unicorn.



“Oh, my god,” I breathed.



I reached my hand out and stroked one with black hair and an ivory-colored horn. The horn was magnificent, and its color and texture reminded me of a seashell. A really long seashell.



“They’re beautiful,” I said.



“Thank you,” the farmer’s son said.



He stepped out from one of the stalls at the back with a metal bucket in his left hand.



“They’re my father’s pride and joy,” he said. “I suppose I should feel a little jealous at that, but it’s impossible to be mad at these creatures.”



I glanced above his head.



Farmer:
 Human Lvl 06



“Good morning, Kate.” He nodded at her. “How can I help you today?”



“Actually, it’s me who you can help,” I said. “I have some business outside of the village soon. I’ll be away for an indefinite amount of time, and I want to make sure the village is protected when I’m gone.”



“And what does that have to do with me?” he asked.



“Knights aside, you are one of the highest level villagers,” I said.



“I’ve often got to fight creatures away from the crops and the unicorns,” he said. “They’re never much of a fight, but the XP accumulates over time.”



“Right, well,” I said. “I was hoping you would be willing to step up and become the village’s new protector.”



He burst out laughing and stroked one of the nearby unicorns.



“I can’t abandon these guys,” he chuckled. “My father is getting old, I’ll need to tend to everything full-time soon.”



“You have two brothers,” Kate said. “Couldn’t they take care of the farm?”



“My older brother is the laziest bastard you’ll ever meet,” he said. “And the younger one has broken every egg he’s ever held.”



“I’m sure you wouldn’t even need to be away from the farm all that much,” I said. “Now that the centicores won’t come back, things will probably go back to being quiet again.”



“If they’re going to be quiet again, then why do I need to be the protector at all?” he asked.



“Because things can change,” I said. “When word spreads about the nearby dungeon, a lot more people will come through here.”



“That sounds like more danger than I’m willing to subject myself to,” he said with an apologetic grimace. “I appreciate you thinking I’d be a good fit and all, but I’m not the protector you’re looking for.”



Just then, one of the white unicorns to the right whinnied in pain.



“What’s happening?” Kate and I yelled in unison.



“Old Janine is going into labor!” he shouted.



Of course, of fucking course I was there when the unicorn just happened to go into labor.
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“Yeah… I think I’m just going to…” I went to turn but Kate stopped me.



“Do you want us to go get your father?” Kate asked.



“No, there’s no time,” the farmer’s son said. “Unicorns give birth very fast.”



He led the pregnant unicorn out into the middle of the aisle and helped her to slowly lay on her side.



“I’m guessing you don’t need us here, we’ll just get in the way.” I went to turn again.



“Since you’re here,” he said. “Why don’t you help me out with the birth?”



The unicorn screamed out again in pain, and her horn almost pierced into the door of another stall.



“Don’t worry,” Kate said. “I’ll deal with the business end, you focus on calming her.”



She ran to where the farmer’s son was near the unicorn’s back end and lifted the creature’s tail to the side.



“Here goes nothing,” I mumbled.



I crept over to the unicorn’s head so I didn’t spook her, but she still jolted a little when she saw me, and her eyes widened.



“I’m not gonna hurt you,” I assured her in as soft a voice as I could muster. “We’re just going to help you get your baby out, and I’m gonna keep you company while that happens.”



I lowered myself down next to her head and stroked a line up from her neck to just under her horn. Her pained grunts lessened a bit, and her breathing steadied ever so slightly.



“There we go.” I shushed her. “You’re okay.”



“You’re a natural,” the farmer’s son said.



“And you might be a natural protector,” I replied.



“Maybe,” he said. “But just for the animals in my care.”



I looked back at Kate, but her hands were covered in some kind of red goo so I focused again on the other end of the unicorn. I stroked her continuously, then when I stopped, she jolted her head like she wanted me to keep going.



I wondered if unicorns were the type of creatures people would ride, or if they were purely a farming animal like cattle.



Time went by in a blur, and before we knew it, a second voice met the air. The unicorn foal was brought into the world, and I was astounded at how it instantly started to walk around on its wobbly legs. The hay from the floor stuck to the goop on its body, but despite the sticky mess of it all, the foal was adorable. Although it was missing the thing that made it a unicorn and not just a horse.



“Where’s its horn?” I asked.



“They start growing them at around three months old,” the farmer said. “Would you want to give birth to a sharp horn?”



The farmer wiped down the mother unicorn while the baby hobbled over to its mother’s top half to be licked clean of all the birth gunk. It was a sweet sight to witness, despite all the fluids involved.



“You did it,” I said to the mother. “You’re a mom now.”



“To a beautiful baby girl,” the farmer said.



When everything was all sorted out, and the baby was snuggled up next to her mother, I considered asking the farmer one last time, in case the miracle of birth might have changed his mind, but ultimately I decided to leave it be. He had plenty of work to keep him busy, and whether he became protector or not he was still helping out the village in one way or another. Kate and I said goodbye to the unicorns and the cute little foal and left the farm.



“So much for that option,” I said as we walked back toward the main part of the village.



“At least we had the chance to witness the miracle of birth,” Kate said.



“Yeah, that wasn’t exactly on my Morseen BINGO card…” I chuckled and shook my head at Kate’s look of confusion. “Who’s up next on the list of potentials?”



“We could either try the blacksmith or the butcher,” she said. “But I would like to clean the unicorn goop off before we do anything, please.”



“That sounds like a good idea to me,” I laughed.



I sat inside the empty tavern while she went to run a quick bath. There was no one around, so it was the perfect time for me to speak to Clive.



“Good morning,” he greeted. “Nothing like a unicorn birth to awaken the senses.”



“It was magical, in its own special way,” I said. “It’s a shame that he didn’t want to be the protector, but I have more potential candidates to interview.”



“Maybe you should go at people with a less direct approach,” Clive suggested.



“What do you mean?” I asked.



“Make them consider that they might be right for the role themselves, before you ask them the question,” he said. “Get them to bolster themselves up, answer hypothetical scenario questions, and then when you ask the question they’ll likely already think they’re meant for the role.”



“So… interview them first?” I asked.



“Exactly,” Clive said.



“I can do that,” I said. “I think we’re seeing the blacksmith later, do you need fixing up or anything?”



“I could do with a shine,” he said. “Do you think he could turn me into a flaming sword?”



“Yeah… I’m not sure if this village’s blacksmith would have the skills to do that,” I said. “But I’ll ask him anyway.”



“Does the girl know about me?” he asked suddenly.



“First of all, her name is Kate,” I said. “And no, I haven’t told her.”



“Do you think you will?” he asked.



I thought about it for a moment. If I didn’t tell her, then I would never be able to speak to Clive when she was around. It would be nice to be able to speak to both her and Clive at the same time, but I wanted to ask what Clive’s opinions about the situation were before making any decision.



“Would it be dangerous for her to know?” I asked. “Like, would people kill for a ghost sword? If someone thought she knew where to find one, would her life be at risk?”



“I hadn’t thought about that,” Clive pondered. “Perhaps you are right in keeping my existence a secret from her, from everyone, for that matter.”



I stood up suddenly as a door behind the bar flung open, but it wasn’t Kate who walked out.



“Good morning, Cole,” Brian said. “Are you here for my sister?”



“Yes, I’m just waiting for her,” I said.



There wasn’t any threatening, big brother tone under his words, and I physically relaxed as a result.



“Has she asked you about…” I began to ask, but I stopped when I saw him shaking his head.



“I can’t be your protector,” he said. “As much as I would love it, I am far too busy with other things.”



“Is there no one else who could take care of other things?” I asked.



He shook his head again, then smiled at Kate when she entered with her hair still damp.



“Midday bath?” Brian asked.



“It’s a long story,” Kate responded. “Have you changed your mind about being the protector?”



“The Squirrel Master was just asking me the same thing,” he chuckled. “And my answer is unchanged.”



“I should’ve asked mother and father for a second sibling,” she said.



“I did ask for a second sibling.” He smirked at her. “I should’ve specified I meant a brother.”



She slapped him playfully on the arm as she walked past. We nodded our goodbyes to Brian, and then left the tavern.



“Don’t be late for your shift!” he shouted to Kate as we went through the door, to which she waved off his remark.



“I think the butcher is closest to the tavern,” she said when the door closed behind us. “I say we go there next.”



The butcher’s was a few doors down from the bakery, and from the outside, it looked like all the other buildings, apart from the sign that read “Butcher,” of course.



“Have you met this guy before?” I asked.



“I’ve only spoken to his apprentice who works the counter,” she said. “He’s a pretty nice guy, but I’ve never spoken to the actual butcher in the back.”



“I don’t recall seeing him at any of the celebrations,” I said.



“He doesn’t really come out much,” she said. “When I was asking around, all anybody could tell me about him was that he was a Lvl 05, and that he has no family and is very committed to his work.”



“Well, let’s hope he’s not so committed he’ll reject us like the last guy,” I said.



We entered the butcher’s shop, and the Lvl 02 butcher’s apprentice waved to us from behind the counter of prepared meat for sale.



“Good to see you Kate, and…” his mouth fell open. “Deranged Squirrel Master! I can’t believe it. What brings you here? What meat do you want, you can have anything, on the house.”



“Thank you.” I raised my hand to stop his floundering. “I’m not here to shop, but we would appreciate it if you could point us in the direction of your boss.”



“Of course, of course,” he said. “He’s just through that door.”



I had my hand on the door handle when the apprentice called to us again.



“You might want to take a deep breath before you go inside,” he said. “It can be quite… overwhelming to first-timers.”



“Thanks for the warning,” I said.



I took a deep breath, stepped into the back room, and the word overwhelming was an understatement.



The smell of blood and flesh was everywhere. The air was so thick with it that it took a conscious effort to force my lungs to work, and it was like breathing soup. My eyes watered like rain from a cloud, and it was almost impossible to stop myself from coughing all over the meat.



There were enough lanterns to bring light into the room without the need for windows, and that eliminated the danger of insects coming through them. Although an open window would’ve been appreciated by Kate and me.



She was struggling, too. Her eyes were watering just as bad as mine, and her throat moved as if she had to swallow each breath like foul-tasting medicine.



There was a long, blood-splattered table in the center of the room, and hung all around the walls were all kinds of carcasses. It wasn’t as clean as I would have hoped to see food being prepared in, but I supposed people from a medieval world didn’t have the best knowledge of FDA regulations.



I scanned the carcasses that were so stripped of their fur and other distinguishing features that I couldn’t make out what they’d once been, but there was no sign of the butcher.



“Those aren’t unicorns, are they?” I asked Kate.



“Definitely not,” she said. “Killing a unicorn is a crime in the south of Morseen. They’re our patriotic symbol.”



Her use of the word patriotic made me wonder if Morseen was all there was of this world, or if it had different countries across the oceans like Earth did. It struck me then that I didn’t even know whether Moseen had an ocean or sea or anything like that. I hadn’t heard anyone mention one before, and there wasn’t one on my map.



“Can you see the butcher anywhere?” I asked.



Kate shook her head.



There was a creak from the floorboards, but neither Kate nor I had moved our feet. We both shared a look, and then we glanced under the table.



A man who, judging by his stats, was the butcher, was laying asleep underneath the carving table. Dried blood stained his clothes, his thick, dark hair was also matted with blood, and he was hugging what looked to be some kind of animal hide.



The sight was enough to make my stomach lurch uncomfortably and enough to make Kate gag audibly.



The sudden sound woke the butcher from his nap, and he shot upright so fast he hit his head on the underside of the table.



“Who goes there?” he asked in an angry tone.



He crawled out from under the table and brandished the animal hide at us like a club. We raised our palms to show him we meant no harm.



“Your apprentice let us through,” I said. “It’s me, Cole the… uh, Deranged Squirrel Master, and Kate, the barmaid.”



“Squirrel master?” He lowered the hide. “What brings you here?”



I remembered what I had talked about with Clive, and I decided to try a different approach to things this time.



“I just wanted to come and see how you were doing,” I said. “I mean, what kind of protector would I be if I didn’t check in on… arguably the most important man in the village?”



Kate gave me a confused look, but then a spark of understanding flared in her brown eyes, and she smiled at the butcher.



“The most important man in the village?” he asked with eyes full of wonder. “Is that what people out there are saying about me?”



“Sure is,” I said. “What you do really helps people. They’d be all weak from a lack of protein without you.”



Did these people even know what macronutrients were?



“You’re right.” His whole face lit up. “I am important.”



“And just so I can get a better gauge of everyone in the village,” I said. “I’m asking them questions about hypothetical scenarios.”



“What kind of scenarios?” he asked.



He pulled the hide to his chest and hugged it like a teddy bear again. This man must’ve been in his forties, but there was something scarily child-like about him. The quicker Kate and I could get out of his weird bloodbath playroom, the better.



“Like…” it was hard to think on the spot, especially when I was being assaulted by the pungent smell of death.



“Like,” Kate continued for me. “If our master of the deranged squirrels hadn’t been around when the centicore attacked, what would you have done in that situation?”



Oh, shit, is that what my given title meant? The people were calling my squirrels deranged, not me? Well, I liked that better.



The butcher stroked the hide as he thought of his answer. The hide was also covered in dried blood, and I wondered how long ago he’d skinned it off the creature it came from. There were small, white clusters of some sort of crystaline substance on sections of the meat, and I assumed it was some kind of salt rub to preserve the meat from rotting.



“Well, first thing I would do is ask Demitri what he thinks I should do,” he said.



“Demitri?” I asked. “Is he your apprentice?”



His face went from happy and thoughtful to offended in the space of a second.



“No,” he spat.



He went over to the back wall, pushed two hanging carcasses aside, and pulled out a much bigger, much older animal hide that was hidden behind them.



It was so long it trailed down to the floor, and the dried blood on it was so old it was brown, and I was pretty sure it was where the worst of the room’s smell came from.



He stroked it like a cat and sniffed it like it was a sweet flower from a meadow.



“This,” he announced. “Is Demitri.”



Kate and I stood there in shock. What the fuck were we supposed to say to that? “Hi, dead animal’s flesh, what would you do if you were attacked by a centicore?”



We didn’t need to say anything to each other to agree this guy wasn’t going to be the next protector of the village. Even if he agreed to be, I couldn’t let this guy take my place and not spend the rest of my life with a guilty conscience. He would end up turning the whole village into a scene from
 Dexter
 .



“Are you not going to say hi to Demitri?” he asked.



Fuck me, it was like when I had to say hi to the baby named Plague all over again, only this context was a lot more disturbing, and it was a lot harder to keep a straight face.



“Hello, Demitri,” Kate and I said at the same time, in equally unenthusiastic and nervous voices.



The butcher gladly didn’t pick up on our tones and stroked Demitri against his cheek.



“What would you do if a centicore was attacking our home?” he whispered to the hide.



He listened closely as if it was speaking to him, and I looked at Kate and mouthed the words “we should go.”



She nodded subtly, and we began to back away as quietly as we could.



“We would set the village on fire, of course,” the butcher said suddenly.



“I’m sorry?” I blurted.



There was no way I’d heard him correctly.



“We would burn the village down.” He smiled like his and Demitri’s plan was a work of Nobel Prize-worthy levels of genius. “The centicore cannot attack the village if there is no village.”



He gave me a self-satisfied look, and I tried to pick my jaw up off the floor.



This guy couldn’t be serious.



“So… your solution to save the village… is to burn it down?” I still couldn’t believe it, or believe I’d considered this guy to take my job in the first place.



“And when we rebuild the village, we could make my shop the centerpiece, like a town hall.” He smiled, and his eyes went blank as if he was lost in his imagination.



“Welcome to Larkworth, I hope you like the smell of rotting meat,” Kate said. “Just what we need to get more foot traffic…”



“I do not allow my product to rot,” the butcher snapped. “How dare you.”



“Sorry, sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking,” Kate swiftly apologized.



“Thank you for indulging our curiosity,” I said. “But we should be going now. See you around.”



I grabbed Kate’s hand, and we made for the door.



“Hold on one second,” the butcher said. “Do you think I could see your squirrels up close, before you go?”



Fuck no, fuck no, fuck no.



“Sorry,” I said. “But they’re tired after my recent journey. I doubt they’d even come if I summoned them.”



“Could you at least try?” he begged with a pleading look in his eyes.



Creepy, crazy, serial killer eyes.



I could’ve squeezed Kate’s hand tight and ran out of there, but this guy was so off the rails crazy that he probably would have chased us down to get what he wanted.



From the look of things, he was one chainsaw away from becoming Leatherface’s interdimensional doppelganger. But whether he was a creepy little gremlin of a man or not, he was still a resident of this village that was still mine to protect until the role was passed on, and I wouldn’t offend him by leaving in a rush of disgust.



I decided that my best option was to bring the squirrels I trusted the most through the portal, show them to the butcher, appease his interest, and then hopefully he would be content enough to let us leave without further hassle.



“Sure.” I swallowed hard.



Thankfully, the butcher wouldn’t be able to tell that the look of strain on my face was from willing only Bug and Bridget to come through rather than straining to summon my squirrels despite my supposed exhaustion.



I focused every thought on Bug and Bridget, their furry little faces, and their distinct personalities, and a few seconds later, they both popped through the swirling black-and-green portal.



They looked as unimpressed by the surroundings as Kate and I were, and they huddled close to each other like they drew comfort from one another.



“There they are.” I pointed to Bug and Bridget. “Now come on guys, back through the portal you go.”



“Wait, I want a closer look.” The butcher crouched down on the floor in front of them and analyzed them like they were slides under a microscope. “Such interesting creatures.”



Bug glanced up at me, and I imagined he was saying, “dude, what the fuck am I doing here?”



“I wonder where I would start to skin one,” the butcher pondered out loud.



I snatched Bug and Bridget up into my arms, and Kate and I got the hell out of there.



“‘Kay, thanks!” I shouted as we raced out the door.



We didn’t spare a look back and fast-walked down the highstreet until we were near the archive.



“I am never going into another butcher’s shop again,” I said.



“Same here,” said Kate.



I brought Bug and Bridget up to my face, and they both nuzzled their little furry faces against my cheeks.



“Don’t worry guys,” I said. “I won’t let him skin you. I’ll skin him if he even tries.”



“They’re so cute,” Kate said.



She stepped closer to me and tickled Bridget behind the ear. Bridget snuggled into her hand and let her eyes flutter closed.



“I think she likes you,” I said. “You can hold her if you want.”



Kate’s face lit up.



“Really?” she asked.



I willed Bridget to scurry from my hand and up Kate’s arm, where she eventually sat on her shoulder and nuzzled into her hair.



Villagers stared at us as they walked by and whispered into each other’s ears about what they were seeing.



“We’re on official Squirrel Master business,” I announced before a crowd could form. “Please, continue with your day as usual and give us the space we require.”



“I suppose we should go to the blacksmith now and hope our last option is the one that works out,” Kate said.



My spirits were depleting rapidly, but I followed Kate to the blacksmith’s workshop nonetheless.



When we arrived, I discovered it had the same unused vibe the archive had. I supposed the knights never had much need to repair or sharpen their weapons when there wasn’t a reason to use them in the first place.



The air flooding out from the doorway was hot, which meant the forge must’ve been lit.



“What do you think he’s working on?” I asked. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s been asking for weapon upgrades lately.”



“Probably farming tools,” Kate said. “I can’t think of anything else people might need.”



I knocked on the door, but the blacksmith didn’t make an appearance. The front door was ajar, but I didn’t want to barge in and lose the smith’s approval before I’d even met the guy. I knocked one more time, but again he didn’t show.



“He’s definitely here,” Kate said. “He wouldn’t leave the forge unattended.”



“Do you think he’s ignoring us?” I asked.



“I don’t know why he would be,” Kate said. “He’s usually always willing to talk to anyone.”



Bug licked at my thumb and an idea jumped into my head. I willed Bug to jump down onto the ground and sneak through the gap in the doorway.



“What are you doing?” Kate asked.



“Bug can see what he’s doing, and then report back to me,” I said.



“Report back how?” she asked. “Can you understand them?”



“I didn’t think that far ahead,” I admitted.



By that point, Bug was already inside the blacksmith’s shop, so I figured I’d let the half-assed plan play out anyway. It wasn’t exactly a life-or-death situation at the moment.



A few minutes went by before he returned, and I picked him up.



“Was he in there?” I asked.



Bug nibbled on my fingernail, and I wasn’t sure what to make of that answer. I held out my other hand and tried a new tactic.



“Okay,” I said. “Jump into my left hand if he’s in there, stay in my right hand if he isn’t.”



I had to repeat the question three times, but eventually, Bug hopped into my left hand.



“Do you really think he understood you?” Kate asked.



“Not really,” I said.



I doubted that Bug would ever fully be able to understand every word of English, but I hoped that after a while we would develop enough of a bond to understand each other, even if we had to communicate with expert charade skills like that squirrel from
 Enchanted
 .



I moved closer to the doorway and called inside through the gap.



“Hello, mister blacksmith?” I asked. “I know you’re in there!”



There still wasn’t any sound, and I started to wonder whether there was something preventing him from answering me.



“If you don’t answer this time,” I called. “Then I’ll have to come inside to make sure you’re okay.”



That got his attention real quick.



“No, no, no, there’s no need!” a gruff male voice called from inside.



He opened the door fully and faced us from the other side of the doorway. He was completely bald, a little chubby, and covered in old burn scars and sweat.



“I know what you want,” he said. “The farmer’s boy was here an hour ago to request a new pitchfork, and he said you were asking higher levels to take up the mantle of protector.”



Well, that saved me some time.



“So…” I said. “Will you do it?”



“No,” he didn’t hesitate.



“Can I ask why?” I asked.



“No,” he said.



He closed the door on us.



“So much for our last chance,” I said.



“I’m sorry, Cole.” Kate patted me on the shoulder. “I really thought one of these guys would be worth our time.”



“It’s okay,” I said. “At least we tried.”



We took a slow walk back toward the tavern to discuss the plan now that we’d explored our original option.



The people who’d been our best options had either turned us down or were too unstable to be trusted with the responsibility, but maybe there was an option we hadn’t considered yet. Simon and the other knights had been sent to Larkworth from the city of Kenford, so maybe we could arrange for a new knight to be assigned to the village.



Simon was undoubtedly sent to the village because the lack of excitement matched his subpar skills and dedication, but maybe now that more was going on the city might feel more inclined to send over a more prepared knight. This might’ve entailed sending Simon and his posse home to Kenford, but if all they did here was drink themselves into stupors, then they could do that just as well in a city.



I hadn’t seen any kind of mailbox around the village, or anything that looked like a post office, and no one had arrived with letters to hand out to people at any point, so I wasn’t exactly sure if a specific mail system had been established in the village yet, but there had to be some way of writing to Kenford.



Kate brought some drinks over for us and some peanuts for my squirrels, and we sipped and ate as we talked.



“Maybe we could try the farmer’s son again tomorrow?” she suggested.



“Annoying him until he says yes isn’t the way I want to pass on my role,” I said.



“I don’t know what else to suggest,” she said. “And I don’t want you to be trapped here forever without the answers you’re looking for.”



The tavern wasn’t open for business yet, and Kate said Brian was with his kids, so when there was a loud crashing sound from somewhere nearby, we jumped to attention.



“It sounded like it came from around the back,” Kate said.



She went to one of the doors behind the bar, but I stopped her and stepped in front before she could open it. I unsheathed Clive and prepared myself for whatever had made the noise.
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 Chapter 13



I opened the door, and sunlight met me on the other side. There was a wooden canopy above the door that held a few crates filled with supplies, but the crates had somehow been knocked onto the ground.



“Who’s there?” I asked.



One of the bandits I’d seen by the river, the Lvl 05 human, stepped out from behind a tall pile of crates.



They must have decided not to return to their thieves’ den by the bridge after the squirrel and centicore attack and figured a small village would be excellent to steal from. Little did they know they went to the one village that was home to those same squirrels.



“Drop your weapons,” I commanded.



He didn’t move a muscle until his eyes found Bug and Bridget, and then he leaped back in fear.



“You control those beasts?” he asked. “It was you up by the bridge! Hey guys, get over here!”



Before we knew it, the three other bandits jumped out of nowhere.



My brain dumped the adrenaline it had prepared, and I pulled on my magic and summoned as many squirrels as I could.



One bandit came swinging at me, and I ducked to the ground to avoid the punch. I rose back to my feet and hooked the guy in the face. Before I could make another move, the Lvl 07 with the goblin dagger lunged for Kate.



My squirrels swarmed the Lvl 05 dwarf and the man with the big axe, so I focused on protecting Kate while the other Lvl 05 tried to get another hit in on me.



When I’d seen him near the river, he hadn’t appeared to have any form of weapon, but he’d apparently picked up a rusted sword from somewhere since then.



The bandit going for Kate raised his dagger in the air and aimed like he meant to plunge it into her chest.



I was about to lunge at the bastard with Clive and slice his hand clean off. The urge to protect her fueled me, and I was prepared to let its power overflow.



That was until Brian did the job for me.



Kate’s brother cut through the bandit’s wrist until his hand hung grotesquely from a strip of flesh and sinew. Kate ran away, and I ushered her back into the building. The bandit with the goblin dagger clutched at his bloody wrist with his other hand and cried out in pain and horror.



I heard movement behind me and dodged another attack from the Lvl 05 human. While the other bandit was preoccupied by his lack of a hand, Brian joined me in taking down my attacker.



“I’m surprised you carry that sword on you,” I said between strikes. “Most people I’ve seen here don’t even own a weapon at all.”



“It’s better to be safe than sorry,” Brian said. “I started carrying it on me again after the birth of my first child.”



He lunged at the bandit with his sword, and when the bandit blocked the attack, I drove my sword into his side. He screamed and fell to the ground, and Brian and I wasted no time before helping my squirrels with the last two bandits.



“Retreat!” one of the squirrel-covered bandits screamed. “Fucking run!”



The Lvl 05 dwarf, the bandit with the least severe injuries thus far, was furthest ahead as the three of them tried to scurry away until an arrow landed in the back of his calf.



“Shit!” he cried.



They all helped each other to flee, and the three of them disappeared into the forest.



I only lowered my sword when the cries of pain and panic finally faded to nothing.



I turned to see Kate standing in the doorway holding the bow I’d seen in her bedroom.



“First time using this thing on a moving target,” she said. “Not too shabby, if I do say so myself.”



She lowered the bow and traced the tattoo on her forearm with her free hand. Her whole body was suddenly engulfed in shimmering golden light. When it dispersed, a smile threatened to form on her lips, but disbelief overtook her joy in the moment.



“What is it?” I asked.



I’d heard that when using a bow and arrow, occasionally the force of the string snapping back into place could cause pain to the archer, and sometimes catch the skin and cause it to bleed. I looked her over and thankfully there was no blood.



“It’s finally happened,” she said in a voice drowning in disbelief. “I leveled up. I’m a Lvl 02. I can’t believe it!”



“Congratulations!” I smiled at her. “With a shot like that, you’ve earned it.”



“I never thought it would ever happen,” she said with shock still thick in her tone. “I thought I’d die a Lvl 01.”



“I must admit, I thought I’d be a lot worse at fighting considering how out of practice I am,” Brian said as he wiped the blood from his sword with a rag.



“You looked anything but out of practice,” I said. “Actually, you looked like you’d been professionally trained.”



“Really?” The corner of his mouth lifted with the shadow of a smile. “I’d forgotten how exhilarating it is to wield a sword.”



“And you could experience that feeling a whole lot more often if you agreed to be the protector,” I said, and I winked at Kate.



I was expecting another no because it was what I was used to hearing when I brought up the subject, so when he slowly nodded his head I didn’t know how to react.



“Sorry, what?” I asked. “Did you just say yes?”



“Yes, I think I just did.” He smiled wider this time. “But that doesn’t fix my problem of who will take care of the tavern?”



The most reasonable solution was for Kate to take full responsibility, but it didn’t take a genius to realize she didn’t want that. She wanted more from her life than to run her brother’s tavern, even if she wasn’t yet sure what she wanted instead.



“So, what I’m hearing is that if I find someone to run the tavern, then you’ll take over my role as protector?” I needed clarification. “Sorry, but I’ve heard so many nos today, I need to make sure I’m not imagining things.”



“If you can find someone to run the tavern, then I will be the protector,” he chuckled.



I almost punched the air in joy.



“I think I might know just the man for the job,” I said.



“Who?” Kate asked.



“He’ll be in here when you guys open for business,” I said. “We can ask him about it then. Although, I have a pretty strong feeling that he would rather work here than at his current job.”



Brian, Kate, and I tidied up the crates that had been knocked over, then got the inside of the tavern ready for opening, and just like I’d thought, Jacob was one of the first through the door.



“Good to see you, Cole,” he said. “Do you want to play darts? I think I’m getting better at it.”



“Actually, there is something much more important that we need to do.” I motioned to the long table.



Jacob sat opposite me, and Kate and Brian sat next to us. Jacob’s usually happy expression had morphed into one of curiosity, and he waited for me to speak again.



“As you may have heard,” I said. “I have been looking for someone to take my place as protector so I can continue my journey elsewhere.”



“And you would like to ask me to be the new protector?” his eyes widened with worry.



“No,” I assured him with a laugh. “Definitely not.”



Jacob sagged with relief and muttered something that sounded like a prayer of thanks.



I spotted a small smirk from Kate out of the corner of my eye. I couldn’t blame her though, the idea of Jacob being the protector was pretty ridiculous considering he’d never held a weapon in his life.



“I have found my replacement,” I said.



“Who is it then?” he asked. “Is it the blacksmith? Anne said she saw you two trying to get into his workshop.”



“We tried to ask the blacksmith,” I said. “But eventually our first choice came around and agreed to take up the honor.”



I slapped Brian on the shoulder in a brotherly way, and he jokingly shoved my hand away.



“Brian?” Jacob pretty much shouted. “No, who will run the tavern? You can’t close down the tavern!”



“That is why we’re having this conversation,” I said. “I think you would be a good fit to run the tavern for Brian.”



Jacob slouched in his chair as if the news physically weighed him down.



“That…” he said, and joy flowed into every corner of his face. “Is a dream come true! Do you mean it?”



“As long as Brian agrees, then it’s entirely real,” I said.



“You’ve been a loyal customer here for long enough to know how it all works.” Brian nodded. “You’ve never caused a bar fight, you’ve stopped more than a few, actually, and the people know you well.”



“I would be honored to take over your tavern, sir.” Jacob looked like he could kiss Brian right then. “This place never needed an archivist, and I was a lousy one anyway. I just took the job because I didn’t think I would have to do anything.”



“Will running the tavern not be too much stress in comparison?” Kate asked.



“It will be nice to actually have a job I am passionate about,” Jacob said with a smile. “Anne could help out, too, and so could the kids when they get a little bit older. I’d run everything past you first, of course, Brian, but I’d love to have some creative input on the place.”



Now he was speaking to himself and rattling off idea after idea of what he could do. It was comforting to have the issue of managing the tavern sorted, but I couldn’t help but notice that Brian still had a hint of trepidation in his eyes.



“Are you okay?” I asked.



“I must admit,” Brian said. “Now that it is all feeling more real, I am a little nervous about doing it all on my own. You have magic, so you’re fine alone, and the trained knight before you had an entourage of other knights as backup. I don’t have any backup.”



He had a good point. He’d done an impressive job fighting against the bandits, but Kate, my squirrels, and I were there to help him. It wouldn’t be fair to leave him with all the pressure riding on his back to defend a whole village while I ran off to do my own thing.



“Also,” Brian continued. “Simon, the old knight, passed his sword over to you willingly. It was reluctant, sure, but he still chose to do it. He hasn’t chosen for me to become the protector, and that will hit his ego hard and make him angry.”



“Has anyone seen the knights that were in his command lately?” I asked. “Maybe if we could convince them to follow Brian instead of Simon, then it would kill two birds with one stone. Brian would have the help he needs, and the knight wouldn’t have help in usurping him.”



“I haven’t seen the knights for a few days,” Brian said. “I don’t even know where we might begin to find them.”



I was about to ask Jacob if he’d seen them lately, but he was too busy rattling off something about new chairs in the tavern to himself to listen.



“I actually might know where to find them,” Kate said. “But my memory is a little fuzzy, so I will need to check.”



She ran off to her bedroom, and Brian stood up.



“I need to start serving some of the other customers who have come in,” he said. “Thank you again for this opportunity, Squirrel Master.”



He went behind the bar to serve the other customers, and when Kate didn’t return after a while, I knocked on her door.



“Kate, are you good?” I asked.



“Come in!” she called back.



I opened the door, and the room on the other side had one key difference from how it had looked when I’d seen it through the window. There were open notebooks and pieces of paper everywhere, on the bed, on the floor, and I had to watch my steps so I didn’t step on any of them.



“Where did all of these come from?” I asked.



“I keep them under some loose floorboards.” She finished reading one of the notebooks and threw it into a pile by her desk.



“What does this have to do with finding the knights?” I asked.



“You pick up a lot of information about people working in a tavern,” she said. “I keep notes about random pieces of gossip I hear in case it might prove useful at some point.”



“That’s smart,” I said. “And only a little creepy.”



I wanted to call her Gossip Girl so badly, but I knew she wouldn’t get the reference.



“The only issue is…” she said. “I remember writing something about the knights a few days ago, but I can’t remember what I wrote exactly or where I wrote it.”



I got on my knees and helped her read through the notebooks, page after page, random piece of gossip after random gossip until it felt like I’d been scrolling on social media.



“Did Lena really sleep with the seamstress when she was here?” I asked as I read another page.



“Yep, three times,” Kate said. “I heard that piece of information from the seamstress’ neighbor, who saw Lena go in, and then heard some pretty obvious sounds through the walls.”



“I would’ve taken her for an all-work-no-play sort of person,” I said. “You know, you could probably control the whole village with this information.”



“And that’s exactly why I keep the notebooks hidden,” she said. “Information can be a weapon, and it’s one I reserve for dire situations.”



I opened another notebook to the first page, and my eyes didn’t believe it at first when I saw the word “knights.”



“‘The baker said to his sister that he saw the knights in the brothel after their boss gave his sword to the Squirrel Master,’” I read aloud. “‘It has been many days now, and they have not seen them leave.’”



“That’s right!” Kate grinned. “They’ve been drowning their sorrows in the brothel, so that’s where we’ll go then. I’ll tell Brian.”



We left the room to tell Brian that we knew where to find the knights.



“You’ve got a chance to practice running this place now while I go out,” Brian said to Jacob. “Don’t let me down.”



Jacob jumped at the chance, and I met the two siblings out the front of the tavern.



“Okay, I need you both to be my alibis that we’re at the brothel because of business,” Brian said. “I don’t want to get in trouble with the wife for something I’m not going to do.”



“Of course we’ll back you up,” I said. “As long as you can also confirm that I wasn’t… taking part in any activities offered there as well.”



Kate giggled a little, and I gave her hand a teasing squeeze. We got to the brothel, and it didn’t take five seconds before a swarm of women were pulling us inside. I had flashbacks to my first night in the village when I saw those people fucking on the floor of one of the rooms.



“We’re not here as customers,” I said to one of the women who was trying to shove me into a room.



“Is she here for a job?” She pointed at Kate.



This time it was my turn to laugh, and Kate stared daggers at me in response.



“We’re looking for the knights,” I said. “We heard they might’ve been spending their time here.”



“I can’t give out client information,” the woman said.



“So you admit they’re clients of yours?” I asked.



Her face screwed up in irritation, at either me or herself, and she motioned to a door down the hall.



“Fine, they’re in there,” she said. “I don’t get paid enough to keep their secrets anyway.”



She trudged back to the front door and swooped a more willing customer from the street into her room. All three of us looked at the door she’d pointed to, and we each waited for someone else to knock.



“I don’t want to do it,” Kate said. “Who knows what we’ll see in there.”



“I have a wife, and I would like my eyes to remain as untainted as possible,” Brain said. “You go first, Squirrel Master.”



“Fine,” I agreed. “Can’t be worse than what I’ve already seen here anyway.”



Oh, boy, was I wrong.



I knocked at the door, and when there was no answer, I opened it.



Luckily for us, the knights were in there as the woman had said. Unfortunately for us, they were all butt-naked and balls-deep in women in different corners of the room.



“I am so sorry!” I announced and covered my eyes. “But I need to discuss an important business proposition with you men.”



“Can’t it wait?” one of the knights asked in annoyance.



“Yeah, two minutes tops,” another grunted.



“Yes, definitely! Just let me know when you’re ready to talk.” I closed the door.



Brian and Kate burst out in wild, stomach-clutching laughter.



“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Kate laughed.



Little did they know, I was probably a lot less disturbed to see a ghost than what I’d just witnessed. I longed to bathe my eyes in a hazmat shower. I put my hand on my sword hilt to see if Clive was laughing at the ghost comment.



“Fuck, I wish I was human. Sword brothels don’t sound very fun,” was all he said before I took my hand off to keep him from fantasizing in my mind anymore.



We tried to make idle chitchat to cover up the sounds of sex all around us, and more than once, I caught Kate watching me with a fierce blush on her face.



Finally, the door opened again, and one of the Lvl 06 knights popped his head through the gap.



“You can come in now,” he said.



The women from their little party left, and we went in. The three of us remained standing for our own safety and sanity.



“What’s this proposition you have for us?” one of the knights asked.



They all sat in a line on the couch at the back of the room. They weren’t wearing their armor, but at least they were wearing clothes.



“I was wondering if you were all still willing to devote yourselves to protecting the village?” I asked.



“We’d like nothing better,” the knight on the far left of the couch said. “But Simon quit on us, and now we’ve got nothing to do but waste away in here all day.”



“And you hardly need our help,” the knight on the far right said.



“That’s the thing,” I said. “I won’t be staying here for much longer. The village has a new protector.”



I gestured to Brian, who waved awkwardly at the knights.



“Brian has agreed to take up the mantle,” I announced. “And he is in need of your help.”



“The tavern owner?” one of them questioned.



“Can he even fight?” another one asked.



“According to the bandit whose hand he recently chopped off, yes, yes he can fight,” I said. “And more importantly, the people of the village already know and trust him. That sense of trust will be beneficial for the protector to have.”



“Simon’s not going to like this,” a knight said.



“We were thinking the same thing,” I said. “And that’s why we came to find you guys. So, what do you say? Are you willing to follow Brian?”



There was a moment of silence among Kate, Brian, and me as the knights huddled together to discuss an answer to my question. My breath caught in my throat as they turned back around to us, and I waited for their response.



“We’ll do it,” a knight from the center of the couch said.



Ah, fuck, yes.



“But on one condition,” another said.



Shit.



“You get rid of Simon,” a knight said. “He’s a jackass, and he won’t leave us alone if we follow another leader.”



“By ‘get rid of him,’ you don’t mean…” I drew a finger across my throat. “I’m not a hitman.”



“No,” a knight said. “Convince him to go back to Kenford. Maybe he can be useful there, somehow.”



“It doesn’t matter where he goes,” another knight countered. “So long as he’s not here.”



“I’ll talk to him.” I nodded. “He’s already given me the position, it’s not like he’s gonna say no.”



“Do you know where he lives?” Kate asked. “We could go and try to convince him to leave right now.”



“We’ll show you,” a knight said.



They all stood up from the couch and headed for the door.



“Don’t you need to pay before leaving?” I asked.



“They’ll just put it on our tab,” one of them called back to me.



The three of us followed them outside, and the sky was melting into its evening hue of sunset orange. We walked for around five minutes before we stopped outside a house with dirty windows and scratch marks on the door.



“What the fuck happened to the door?” I asked.



“He got so drunk once that he forgot he had the key to his own house,” one knight said. “He sat here for an hour scratching to try to get through.”



“Until Terry here found him and looked for the key in his pockets,” another knight said.



I decided then that it would be good to know their names, and learned that they were called Terry, John, Scott, and Kevin.



I still couldn’t get over how normal some of the people’s names were, I mean, my name was more unique than most of the people I’d encountered in this insane place where magic and ghosts were real.



I knocked on the door, and the sound of someone stumbling around on the other side responded, but the door didn’t open.



“Do you think he’s alright in there?” I asked Kevin, who was next to me.



“He’s drunk out of his mind, no doubt,” he replied.



Suddenly, one of the windows opened, and Simon poked his head out.



“What do you want?” he asked in a tone dripping with hostility, and some saliva literally dripped out of his mouth.



I could see the dark circles under his eyes clearly from where I stood, and his hair and skin were even greasier than they had looked before. The smell of alcohol and sweat was so pungent from him that even the brothel smelled better.



I was about to explain why I was standing there outside his house, but he seemed to recognize me and cut me off just as the first syllable left my lips.



“You want a fight, do you?” he yelled. “Come on then, face me like a man!”



“You don’t look too much like a man yourself right now,” I scoffed. “But it doesn’t matter because I’m not here to fight you.”



“You’re a coward, that’s what you are,” he said. “You’re afraid of a fight!”



“I don’t think a single squirrel would be afraid of fighting you right now,” I said. “I just came to ask you to leave Larkworth.”



“Leave Larkworth?” Simon’s eyes went wide in desperation. “But I am the protector. The people need me!”



Oh, god, he was in full-blown denial. He wasn’t going to go easy.



“Allow me to correct myself,” I said, and I gave him a hard look. “I’m not asking you to leave, I’m telling you. I am commanding you to leave Larkworth.”



“How dare you try to command me, how dare you…” He wriggled with such aggression that he fell out of the window and landed in a heap on the ground.



Good thing it was a first-floor window.



I went to help him up, but he slapped my hand away hard enough to make it sting.



What a fucking asshole.



He stumbled to his feet with the help of the wall and puffed out his chest as he looked at the group that had come to confront him.



“Calm down, Simon,” Scott said. “You know it’s time for you to leave.”



“There is no such thing as a time for me to leave,” Simon said.



“You have nothing else to offer this village,” Kevin said. “We don’t need you, and I don’t think we ever did.”



“I can’t believe my own men are betraying me.” Simon’s face dropped with genuine hurt.



“You’ve driven us to this,” John said. “We came here to learn from you, we left our lives in Kenford to be knights!”



“It’s not my fault there was never a battle worth our time here,” Simon slurred.



“You still could have taught us things, trained us further!” Terry shouted. “All you did was drink and be a slob, and we followed what you did because we idolized you at first.”



“You can still idolize me.” Simon stood up straighter. “We can take back the power in this village, we just have to kill this summoner. He’s the cause of all our problems!”



“The summoner is the start of a much-needed change in this village,” Brian jumped to my defense. “Do not speak ill of him, we will not allow it.”



“Why is the tavern owner here?” Simon demanded in rising anger. “And why does he have a sword?”



The knights all lined up beside Brian and raised their heads high.



“This is our new leader,” Terry stated. “We will follow his orders and fight to protect this village like we were sent here to do!”



“You would rather follow a lowly tavern owner over me?” Simon yelled.



“My brother is not lowly,” Kate snapped.



“Be quiet, wench,” Simon spat.



I took a large step toward him and closed the gap between us.



“Do not speak to her,” I growled through clenched teeth. “You need to leave, today, now, and you will never come back to Larkworth.”



He went to grab the sword that he no longer owned, and when his hand failed to find it, his rage finally overflowed, and he threw a punch at me. I dodged it, and the knights and Brian went for their own swords.



But I raised my hand for them to let go of their swords as I kept Simon’s gaze locked in mine.



“This is between me and him.” I snarled at the pathetic excuse for an honorable knight. “Weapons are not necessary.”



Simon threw another punch, and his strike was so forceful and unbalanced, he flung his whole body forward. It took two stumbling steps before Simon managed to get his footing back.



“You’re more likely to hurt yourself than you are to land one of those punches on me,” I said and dodged another hit.



He wouldn’t stop throwing punches in any direction he could, and on more than one occasion, the action sent him crashing back to the ground. If he wasn’t such an asshole then I might’ve felt sorry for the guy.



“We might have to wait for him to sober up before we can talk to him properly,” I said. “Kevin, Scott, can you two take him back inside and, I don’t know, tie him to a chair or something?”



“Yes, sir,” they said.



They grabbed Simon by the arms and dragged him inside kicking and screaming.



“Fuck you, get off me!” he shouted. “You’ll regret this, Squirrel Master, I know you will. I am the knight. I am the knight!”



“Terry, John,” I said. “You two go back to the brothel and pay your tab or whatever, you won’t need to spend all your time in there anymore. Kate, come on, we’re chilling in the tavern for a while before we’ve got to deal with this idiot again.”
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 Chapter 14



Now that Brian had Jacob working in the tavern, he gave Kate the night off, and we went back to her room to clear up the notebooks.



We put them back under the loose floorboards as we waited for word from one of the knights to say that Simon was sober enough to talk with at least a trace of rationality. It would be so much simpler to just kill him, but I didn’t want any unnecessary blood on my hands. He was a dick, but I wasn’t about to go around killing people for being a pain in everyone’s ass.



Also, to kill him would likely draw unwanted attention from Kenford. I imagined it would be similar to killing one of those guards outside Buckingham Palace if they were also drunken slobs. And now that Brian had agreed to protect the village, I didn’t want the city more involved in Larkworth’s business.



“I can’t believe I get to start my journey soon,” I said, half to Kate, half to myself.



“Me, neither.” She fit the last floorboard back into its place, then came to sit on my lap. “Are you nervous?”



I looked into her eyes and rubbed my thumb in circles on her thigh.



“A little bit,” I admitted. “But if I don’t at least try, then I might never know why I’m here. And even if I never find a way back to Earth, I don’t want to stay in this village forever. I want to see what’s out there.”



I took her chin in my other hand and pulled her down for a kiss. It started soft and tender, almost like it was a goodbye, but then it deepened into a much more passionate kiss.



Kate moaned against my lips as I pulled her body as close to me as I could get with clothes still on.



The shape of her breasts and her waist against mine was like a drug in my veins.



I wanted to let my hand go lower down her body, I craved it like oxygen, but I was suddenly very aware of the bar full of people on the other side of the door.



Reluctantly, I pulled my mouth away from hers, and the absence of her touch left me cold.



“Will they hear us?” I asked.



“I’ll try to stay quiet,” she whispered into my ear. “‘Try’ being the key word.”



Without wasting another moment, I chased away the absent feeling and kissed her again. I tasted every tiny moan she made as I grabbed her tighter, and her body trembled as my hands drifted lower.



Her hips pressed down hard into mine, and I gave her bare thigh a squeeze to let her know I would give her more soon.



My index finger drew a line from her knee to the hem of her dress, and I played with the fabric until Kate couldn’t take the anticipation anymore.



Her mouth moved from mine and attacked my neck, and I had no option but to give in to her desire and slide my hand under her dress.



“Cole,” she whined quietly as I traced her skin.



The heat of her arousal was gracing my hand, and there was nothing left to do but let my hand go where it was being called.



I stroked one finger along the hot folds of her pussy with a touch light as a feather, and she moaned against the skin of my neck in response.



“Fuck,” she gasped.



I shushed her gently, but the longer we went on like that, the less I cared if anyone on the other side of the door heard.



She moaned in satisfaction, and her hips bucked again until I increased the pressure of my finger. I circled my finger faster around her clit, and her wetness coated my hand as I teased her closer to the edge. She couldn’t get enough and writhed every second that I touched her.



“Fucking hell,” I groaned at how wet she was.



Kate blushed and made a sound that started like a giggle but melted into another moan as I shifted my fingers from playing with her clit to sliding deep inside her wet pussy.



She shook in my arms, but I didn’t stop my movements for even a second.



“Aaaaah!” she cried out in pleasure.



She tightened around my fingers as I drove them in and out of her, and she grasped at the material of my shirt with both hands in some vain attempt for control. Her breaths were ragged as she panted through her orgasm, and I continued my movements as she rode the waves of her pleasure on my lap.



The sight of her and the sounds she made came together like an epic piece of cinema with the kind of heart-wrenching score that only master composers could write, and when she finally fell down from the heights of pleasure, I threw her back on the bed for more.



I held myself on top of her, and she started to stroke my erection through my pants.



My breath caught in my throat, and I undid the lace of her bodice as I savored the delicious friction.



Desire pounded through me, and when the bodice was undone, her blushed skin was revealed.



She threw her dress off as if she’d been trapped in it until that point. I took the hint and took off my own clothes as swiftly as I could.



My mouth found hers once more, and we returned to the deep kiss.



Kate blindly searched for my cock, and I guided her hand to my hard shaft.



Her fingers were gentle and tentative at first, and each light stroke fueled me with even more anticipation. After her first few teasing touches, she grabbed me with more certainty, and I was plunged into a world of torturous sensation. My whole body was engulfed by the pleasure she sent rolling over me, every particle of my being screamed out for her, and fireworks exploded under my skin.



With every stroke, she pushed me closer to the edge. Her hand was so soft, but her grip was firm, and I groaned into her hair.



I lifted my head and looked down at her curves, the planes of her body, and her hand as she touched me, and my brain entirely fogged over with need for her.



Her eyes devoured me, too, and the hot anticipation in her gaze couldn’t be captured by the best artist in the world or any world out there.



Kate wrapped her legs around my hips, guided me to the entrance of her slick pussy with one hand, and hooked her other arm around my neck.



“Please, Cole,” she moaned. “I want you inside me. Now.”



A sword to my throat wouldn’t have been enough to make me deny her, and I lowered myself into her. She was so ready for me, and I savored the sensation of her contracting around me. Her pussy gripped every inch of me as I entered with the perfect amount of pressure, and it only became sweeter with every inch I pushed in. Despite her protests for me to give her body what the both of us craved, I went slow because good things shouldn’t be rushed.



Kate moaned, and she squirmed underneath me for a moment.



I pushed in as far as I could go, paused to let her adjust to the size of me, and played with her nipples with my lips and tongue as I waited.



After a moment, Kate relaxed under me, and when she began to place small kisses on my jawline, I pulled almost all the way out and thrust slowly back into her.



“Aaaahhhh, yeessss,” Kate moaned.



Her pussy was so tight around my cock, and the pleasure of the slick heat of her body stacked like golden bricks in the base of my spine.



I clamped down on my desire and drove slowly into her body over and over again.



She arched her back to meet my thrusts, and the room filled with our moans.



“Fuck, you feel so good,” I groaned as I pushed into her until there was nowhere left to go.



Her hands raked over my arms, shoulders, and back, and she dug the heels of her feet into my ass to drive me faster.



I sped up the rhythm of my thrusts, and Kate gasped in ecstasy.



“Oh, Cole,” she whimpered. “Don’t stop. That’s perfect!”



“Wasn’t planning on it,” I groaned between harsh breaths.



The golden pleasure began to tighten inside me, and the threat of it exploding accompanied every exquisite thrust.



I wasn’t about to leave Kate unsatisfied.



I lowered my head and took her nipple gently between my teeth. Then my tongue circled over the sensitive flesh until it was as hard and tight as a diamond, and I switched to lavish her other breast with attention.



At the end of each thrust, I adjusted the angle up to drive into her most sensitive places, and Kate writhed with need around me.



Her pussy quivered around me in an erratic rhythm that was threatening to destroy my very sanity with each tiny vibration, but fuck, what a way to go that would be.



I managed to hold my self-control together until Kate crashed down around me in another shuddering orgasm.



She cried out at the overwhelming pleasure, and I sped up even more to drag out every last sensation.



“Fuuuuuck,” Kate groaned low in her throat.



Then I couldn’t hold on any longer.



I finished in a shockwave of groans as sensation tingled over every inch of my body. The force of my orgasm sent Kate over the edge once more into another orgasm, and we came together in a tsunami of lust and ecstasy.



Every fiber of my being was alive with bliss, and the haze of satisfaction rolled slowly through my veins and along my nerves. I spasmed from the intense pleasure as I filled her, and my body floated down from some otherworldly paradise.



When I was done, I kissed Kate softly one more time. I stayed inside her for a little longer, then when we were both fully back down on Morseen, I gently pulled out of her swollen pussy and wrapped her body in my arms.



I laid next to her while we caught our breaths, and she cuddled close to me and let her hand graze my bicep. The world stood still as the overwhelming pleasure melted into comfort and coziness on the bed. She was so beautiful as she laid there catching her breath that she looked almost ethereal.



I noticed the pin had loosened from her hair, so I secured it better for her.



“You’re amazing,” she said in a breathless voice. “I’ve never known anything like it.”



“There are worse ways to pass the time,” I joked.



She giggled and squeezed my arm.



We fell asleep like that, over the blankets, without meaning to. We’d planned to get dressed and join everyone in the tavern until we got word from one of the knights, but our bodies were worn out.



When I woke up, the moon wasn’t too high outside the window, so we couldn’t have been asleep for that long.



The sounds of drunk people in the tavern wafted in from beyond the door.



“Keep up that shit and Brian will ban you,” someone chucked.



Those words flipped a switch in my brain and realization washed over me.



“Wait,” I said, and it woke Kate up, too.



“What?” she asked. “What is it, Cole?”



“The knight was kicked out of the tavern,” I said. “So he couldn’t have been drunk earlier.”



“You mean he was faking it?” Kate asked.



“Probably.” My tired body protested as I went to pull my clothes and boots on. “I suppose he could have gotten alcohol somewhere else, right?”



“Yes…” Kate grimaced with uncertainty. “But it’s not a quick journey, and he hasn’t left the village in weeks…”



I nodded. “He must’ve wanted us to underestimate him, or he might not have had the balls to actually have a conversation with me. He’s such an asshole. I need to go see if the knights are okay, and make sure Simon isn’t trying to re-recruit them or anything. Not that I think they’d fall for it really.”



I told Kate she didn’t need to come with me, but she followed me anyway as I left the room.



“Brian!” I shouted over the crowd of people because I couldn’t see him anywhere.



“Here!” he shouted back from somewhere beyond the crowd.



He weasled through a group of old men and came up to Kate and me with a tray of drinks in his hands.



“We’re going back to Simon’s house.” I raked a hand through my hair in an attempt to tame the sex and sleep from it. “I’m pretty sure he was faking being trashed, so we need to have some words with him. He’s got no excuse not to listen to us.”



“Trashed?” Brian frowned. “You mean in his cups?”



“Drunk,” I confirmed.



Brian nodded, put the tray down, and followed close behind Kate and me.



We walked to Simon’s house, but before we arrived, John came rushing down the street toward us.



“Whoa, whoa, what’s up?” I asked.



“Simon’s not drunk,” he panted as he stopped in front of us.



“Yeah,” I said. “I thought so.”



“That’s not it,” he said. “I went to check how Scott and Kevin were doing, but when I got there, the door was locked, and I heard Simon’s crazy yelling from inside. Scott was shouting, too, saying something about giving his sword back.”



“That’s definitely not good,” I said. “We need to get there quick.”



We ran, and when we got to the house, everything looked as it had before, but I wasn’t going to take any chances and assume everything was fine.



I might still have been new to this world, but I wasn’t an idiot.



I walked up to the door, reared back with my right foot, and kicked it down.



My hand went to Clive as I stepped inside. Kate stayed outside to wait with the bow she’d grabbed from her room, and John waited with her in case Simon somehow managed to run out past me. Brian followed me with his hand also on his sword, and we listened carefully for any sounds inside.



It was eerily quiet and dark in the house, and all the rooms on the ground floor were empty.



“I’ll go first up the stairs,” I said.



Brian nodded, and we went up the steps in search of Simon and whatever bullshit he was up to. When I made it to the top, I found a sword on the floor of one of the rooms, and a chill snuck over me.



I went to the doorway of the room, and the scene playing out inside was the last thing I wanted to see.



Simon was sitting on the floor with Scott locked against him and a sword to his throat.



Kevin was lying on the floor at the other end of the room. He was facing away, and I couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or dead, but there wasn’t any blood on the floor or on Simon’s sword. There was a window in the back wall, but it was just as dusty as the one on the ground floor and let only the faintest beam of moonlight through.



“You two don’t deserve their service,” Simon spat. “You weren’t trained by the academy. You don’t know the first thing about honor and bravery.”



“You call this honor?” I asked.



The sword trembled in his hand, and with each shake, the blade risked cutting Scott.



“I call this having nothing to lose!” Spit flung everywhere as he yelled. “You’ve taken everything from me!”



“We haven’t taken anything from you,” I said. “You lost it all on your own accord.”



Simon laughed a croaking, unhealthy laugh. His eyes flared with insanity, and he pressed the sword firmer against Scott’s throat.



Scott’s eyes watered with fear, and his body stiffened.



“Don’t do this, Simon,” Scott choked out. “You can still redeem yourself.”



“Go back to Kenford,” I said. “I’m giving you one last chance to make things right and leave.”



I glanced at Kevin on the other side of the room. I couldn’t hear if he was breathing, but that might’ve been because of the drumbeat of my heart echoing inside my ears.



“As long as Kevin is alive, you can go,” I said.



Letting him go was the last thing I wanted to do, and even as I said the words I wasn’t sure that I would stand by them, but he had a blade to Scott’s throat, and I would say whatever it took to get him to release his former soldier.



“Don’t you have a family in Kenford?” I asked. “Someone you want to return to? You must have something there to look forward to.”



“And what about you?” Simon sputtered. “Don’t you have anywhere better to go? People who miss you from wherever you came from?”



The harsh reality was that my answer to his questions was no, I didn’t have people missing me on Earth, unless I could count my jackass boss whose business would undoubtedly go under without me.



With my dad dead, and my mom gone years before that when I was only a child, there wasn’t much on Earth for me to go back to. It occurred to me, and I wondered if anyone had even put a missing person alert out since I’d disappeared. I had friends of course, but they lived far away so it wasn’t unusual for us to go a while without contact.



I tried not to let Simon’s words get to me, but Earth hadn’t felt further away than it did in that moment.



I somehow managed to steel my nerves more than they already were.



Simon was past the breaking point. His eyes were wide as they flicked between Brian and me, every muscle in his body was tense, and his teeth were clenched so tightly together that he was liable to crack them into nothing.



He was probably willing to say or do anything that would get him what he wanted, or at the very least, drag me down with him.



“No… I don’t,” I admitted. “But I’ve found something better here. Something I’m not going to let you burn to the ground when I leave.”



“You’re a parasite who came here uninvited and tarnished everything,” he said. “Everything was perfect until you came along.”



“This whole place would’ve been torn apart by a group of angry centicores,” I snapped. “Or bandits, or whoever else decided to come through here once word of that dungeon spreads!”



Simon’s eyes went tight around the edges like he’d recognized some of the truth in my words.



I took a breath and reeled myself back in.



“You call yourself a knight, but you’re nothing.” I shook my head at the disgrace before me.



His stone-cold stare faltered, his shoulder slacked, and I knew then, my words had gotten to him.



“This is between you and me, Simon,” I said. “Let the knights go, and we can settle this without anyone else getting hurt.”



“If I let him go, you’ll just release your squirrel monsters on me,” he said. “This is the only way I have a chance.”



“No, it’s not,” I said. “Let Scott and Kevin go, and we can settle this without any summoning involved.”



“He’s a trained knight,” Brian hissed at me from behind. “He’ll be skilled with that sword.”



I ignored what Brian had said and kept my eyes glued on Simon.



“What do you say?” I asked. “Two men with two swords, nothing else to it.”



Simon didn’t move the sword from Scott’s throat as he thought about my offer. The wildness in his eyes dimmed, and a trace of reason started to shine through.



“We have a deal,” he said. “But the tavern owner has to leave with the knights.”



“Deal,” I said.



“I don’t think this is a good idea, Cole,” Brian said.



“Get Kevin and Scott out of here,” I said.



He hesitated to do as I asked, so I repeated myself one more time.



“Get them out of here, Brian,” I said. “I know what I’m doing.”



Brian went to Kevin, confirmed he was breathing and alive, and hauled him onto his back. He carried him back to the doorway, and I nodded at Scott, who was still in Simon’s clutches.



“And now him,” I said.



I was prepared for him to go back on his word and was surprised when Simon actually let Scott go.



Scott scrambled to his feet and ran over to where Brian and I were standing.



“Go,” I said. “I can handle this coward.”



Brian, Scott, and an unconscious Kevin left the room, and at last, Simon and I were alone.



He stood up on shaking legs and held Scott’s sword out in front of him.



“You’re going to regret this,” he said. “I trained at the Kenford Knights Academy.”



He lunged at me with the sword, and I blocked the blade with Clive.



“And I’ve had my fair share of actual fights since coming here,” I said. “How many real fights have you won?”



He pulled his sword away and then lunged for another attack, and I dodged to the right. He instantly went in for another sweeping strike from the left, and I pivoted and avoided it just in time.



I thrusted my sword at him as he regained his balance from the overreach of his last attack, and I managed to cut the side of his arm before he moved away.



“Aaahhh!” Simon hissed and clutched at his arm.



Blood sprang up and stained his shirt, but the gash wasn’t severe enough for him to bleed to death.



“You may be sober now,” I said. “But the years of poisoning your body have clearly affected your abilities.”



He came at me with a series of unrelenting blows, one after the other, until he was gasping for breath.



Years of hiking over rough, rocky terrain turned out to be a valuable asset as I sidestepped his attacks and avoided tripping over the random clutter of his house. I blocked most of his strikes and simply evaded others.



“Damn you!” Simon screamed as his face turned an ugly shade of red.



He took a half step back, and the sudden gathering of tension in his shoulders had me readying my magic within me. I’d agreed not to summon my squirrels, but I hadn’t agreed not to use my other magic skill.



When he tried to throw his next powerful hit down on me, I called up my shield and blocked his attack.



“Ugh!” Simon grunted at the impact of his sword on my shield.



The force of it vibrated up my arm, and I arched an eyebrow at the disgraced knight.



“I didn’t know you could do that,” he mumbled.



“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I said.



Then I took advantage of his confusion to turn the fight in my favor, and I went at him with a series of attacks.



Simon tried to counter, but I fell into a natural rhythm with my sword and shield and blocked each of his attacks.



My squirrels had helped me with so many fights so far, but I had to fight the temptation to call them into the world to help me out with this one. Simon had lied about being drunk to make us lower our guards and underestimate him, and while sinking to his level would have been the easy option, I wasn’t about to break the deal we’d made.



Besides, I wanted to prove to myself I could do it on my own. Or what good would I be in a dungeon against worse monsters?



“It may be time for you to summon your furry friends,” Clive said. “I would not judge you for breaking your word to this pathetic excuse for a man.”



No, Clive wouldn’t, but I would have.



I parried a few more attacks from Simon, and I leaped back to create some distance between us. He charged up an attack and ran at my shield. The fury in his eyes was an uncomfortable sight, and it was clear the only thing on his mind in that moment was breaking through my shield and then breaking me.



It got to the last possible second before he crashed into my shield, and with the slightest vision of an opportunity glimmering in my eyes, I took down my shield and leaped out of the way.



It was far too late for Simon to withdraw the force he had put into the attack, and he crashed into the wall that had been behind me in a thunderous, bone-aching crunch. He cried out in pain, but that cry morphed into a roar of unfiltered anger.



“You’re a coward,” he growled. “You’re fighting me with the same armor I gave you.”



“And you’re a fool for giving it to me and then making yourself my enemy,” I growled back.



I dove at him with my sword while he was on the ground and vulnerable, but he rolled away before I could land the hit.



He was between me and the door, so I couldn’t have run out even if I wanted to, not that I was going to let this battle end in a retreat on my behalf.



For a moment, I thought he might turn and run out before I could catch him, but he knew there were people waiting outside.



He locked his gaze firmly with mine, and it became crystal clear that the only way for this to end was by one of us killing the other. All chances of a truce were squashed like a bug, and all that was left to do was for blood to be spilled.



We ran at each other again, our swords clashed, but I held back on the maximum amount of force I could use.



He was a trained knight who knew how to use his body weight to his advantage, so my best chance of winning against him was to use his own tactics against him. He may have been better with a sword, but I was much faster.



He pushed against Clive with his own sword, and I pushed back until the moment when I decided to shoot to the side so he stumbled forward. With his own force successfully used against him, I took advantage of his exposed back and sliced an ugly gash down his left flank.



Again, he roared out in a mixture of agony and anguish, but he didn’t waste a second to gather himself or deal with his wound before he came at me again in a storm of blows.



His sword rained down on me so many times, I barely managed to keep up with him and block each of his attacks. He pushed me all the way to the dust-encrusted window, and I was inches away from being shoved through the damn thing.



“Cole, please tell me we’re thinking the same thing,” Clive said.



Yes, Clive, yes, we were, but I kept my mouth shut.



Simon was so worried about landing a blow on me, he didn’t even try to defend his own body. His stance was awful, his legs were too far apart, and I dropped into a crouch at the same instant I slammed my right foot forward into Simon’s left ankle.



“Oooph!” Simon grunted as he went down.



I skidded around him as Simon got back up.



He spun around ready to come at me with every ounce of energy he had left, and the fury in his eyes melted into fear when I raised my foot and propelled it into his chest.



He managed to catch my calf with his sword as he was shoved backward, but it was nothing compared to the glass that splintered into his back.



He would have been dead meat if I hadn’t reached forward, grabbed the front of his tunic, and yanked him back inside.



“What are you doing?” Clive shouted.



“I’m not letting the ground kill him,” I said. “I’m dealing the final blow myself.”



The panic from almost being propelled out the window must have energized him, and without missing a beat, Simon swung his sword at the arm I used to grab onto him.



In a lightning-fast reflex, I released his shirt and yanked my arm away from his blade.



Simon used the freedom to make a run for the door.



It was a bit flattering that he would rather take his chances against five people rather than me.



He stumbled down the stairs in a mad flurry of limbs and left a blood trail behind him. I ran down after him, and when he burst out of the house, he was met by all the others circling him.



He stopped at the sight of them around him, and I jammed the hilt of my sword into the back of his head, then kicked the back of his knee to send him to the ground.



The glass from the broken window above surrounded him, and he grasped at the ground in a useless attempt to find his sword after it had fallen from his hand.







I stepped to the side of Simon, knelt down beside him, and flipped him over so he was facing me. If there was ever a time to admit his faults and ask for forgiveness then it was when death was inches away from dragging him under, but Simon was holding onto his hatred ‘til the very end.



“Fuck you,” he croaked.



“Is this what you wanted?” I asked. “It could’ve all ended so differently. You could’ve turned your life around and died as a comfortable old man.”



He gathered the remaining shadows of his life and went to grab for my sword.



He didn’t deserve my mercy, or anyone else’s, but I put him out of his misery by plunging Clive straight between his ribs and into his heart.



He choked out a horrendous, gasping sound, and even as the life faded from his eyes, he stared into me with burning jealousy. Blood flooded from the wound in his chest, and I moved back before it could touch me.



The familiar tingle ran up my forearm and accumulated in my chest. The power from the XP I’d earned from Simon’s death coursed through me, and the glorious golden light flooded my vision. I breathed in the new sense of power as I brought up my stats and saw that I was in fact now a Lvl 05. Something good came out of this mess of an evening after all.



I’d thought that killing someone with a Lvl like Simon’s would’ve propelled me a little higher, perhaps halfway to Lvl 06, but it seemed that the more I leveled up, the harder it became. That was how it worked in most of the games I’d played back on Earth, so I was glad that it was a concept I understood, even if it meant I would have to work harder to level up from now on.



“It’s over,” I said.



Everyone was silent, and it felt as if the whole world stood still.



“That was the most satisfying kill so far,” Clive said. “He deserved what was coming to him.”



Scott, John, and Kevin were a few paces away from the bleeding body. Kevin was still unconscious in Scott’s arms.



“How is he?” I asked as I handed Scott’s sword back to him.



“He’s going to have one hell of a headache when he wakes up,” Scott said. “But other than that, he’ll be okay. At least we’re alive, thanks to you.”



“Don’t mention it,” I said. “But we should probably move the body before anyone else sees.”



“You’re keeping this a secret from the rest of the village?” Kate asked.



Brian had his arm around her shoulders as they walked over to the rest of us. It must have been traumatic for her to see someone die in front of her, and her body still trembled slightly from the shock.



“No, the people have a right to know what happened to their former protector,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean they need to see the body. We don’t need to traumatize everyone.”



“I’ll send word to Terry to help you with it as soon as John and I get Kevin to the doctor,” Scott said.



“No need, we’ll help him out.” Brian gestured to Kate.



“Terry’s not gonna believe he missed all of this,” John said.



The knights hobbled off to the doctor’s house and left Brian, Kate, and me standing over Simon’s body.



“I can’t say I’ve ever had to bury someone before,” I said.



“Ahem, you seem to be forgetting something,” Clive sassed.



Fine, I’d never buried a full body before. A skull was undoubtedly easier to bury than a whole dead person.



“Brian, you get his legs, I guess, and I’ll grab under his arms,” I said. “Kate, you go fill a bucket with water to wash away the blood on the cobblestones.”



They both did as I asked and slowly but surely we carried Simon’s body to the graveyard at the edge of the village.



It was the only part of the village I hadn’t explored yet, and Brian had to direct me as we worked together to maneuver the corpse. It was dark out, but the moonlight gave us enough light to let us find an empty spot to dig a fresh grave.



Brian ran to get two shovels, and when he returned, we got to digging. It was a lot easier to dig a grave with a shovel than it had been with a rock, funnily enough, and I was pleased to find the soil in the graveyard was pretty free of rocks or roots. We had a grave deep enough for the body a lot faster than I’d anticipated.



When the grave was done, we lowered the body in and quickly got to refilling the hole. Then I found a large rock about the size of a basketball and plopped it at the head of the graze.



He was a shitty knight, but I was used to a world where even unknown soldiers got a marker for their final resting places.



“I feel like we should say something,” I said as I looked down at the freshly turned earth.



“Me, too.” Brian wiped some sweat from his brow. “But I can’t think of anything nice to say about the guy.”



I was struggling with the same issue, but then a tiny kernel of truth came to me, and I went with it.



“Simon… whatever your last name was,” I said. “You came to Larkworth with good intentions.”



“Is that it?” Brian laughed.



“That’s all I’ve got,” I snorted.



“Simon…” Brian said. “You spent a lot of money at my tavern. Thanks for the business.”



We let the silence swell for a moment and then decided we’d shown enough respect to the dead. We left the graveyard and went back to the tavern where we met up with Kate again.



“Is it done?” Kate asked.



“Yep,” I said. “I just hope I never have to dig a grave again.”



She took my hands in hers and rubbed my palms to soothe me.



“We should call a village meeting tomorrow,” I said. “The people need to know what happened, and it will also be a good opportunity to officially announce my departure, and Brian’s step up to protector.”



“It will be sad to not have you around,” Brian said. “But I will fill your shoes to the best of my ability.”



Terry, John, and Scott came through the door and smiled when they saw the three of us.



“There he is,” Scott said. “The guy who saved my life.”



“Please, please, no autographs,” I joked.



The joke didn’t land, of course. I really had to start adapting my humor to the world at some point because Earth jokes were not catching on.



“The doctor said Kevin’s fine, just concussed,” Scott said.



“That’s good to hear,” I said.



“Please, excuse me,” Brian said. “I need to see how Jacob’s doing with everything.”



He slipped off through the crowd of people inside the tavern.



“Do you guys know if there is a specific protocol for calling a town meeting?” I asked.



Ideally, I’d just post a notice on the village Facebook page, but that obviously wasn’t an option. The thought reminded me I still had my phone from Earth. It had been a few days since I’d last checked to see if there was any signal, so I made a mental note to check that when I returned to my room.



My room, or the room that would only be mine for a little longer. Everything was sorted out now. I had my replacement ready to take charge, Simon was finally gone, and I was leveled up and prepared for the journey. All that was left was to announce my departure to everyone who didn’t already know about it.



I was knocked off guard by how overwhelmed the idea of leaving suddenly made me.



“I don’t recall us ever actually having a village meeting before,” Kate said.



I snapped out of my sentimental brain fog and readjusted my attention on the conversation.



“Okay…” I thought hard for a solution. “Well, most of the village is here right now. If we all spread the news that there is a village meeting tomorrow then everyone should hopefully hear about it in time.”



“When and where are we thinking?” Terry asked.



“Let’s say outside the archive at…” I said.



I couldn’t exactly say twelve P.M. to these people, so I racked my brain for what people called it in movies set in older times.



“Tell everyone to meet outside the archive at high noon,” I said with hope that what I said was right.



“Yes, Squirrel Master,” John said.



All the knights scurried off in different directions, and then it was just me and Kate standing there.



“So.” She leaned in close to me. “What now?”



“Anything, the world is my oyster,” I said and smiled. “I’m guessing that’s not a common phrase here, is it?”



“No, it isn’t.” She smiled. “What’s an oyster, and why is the world one?”



“They’re these things from the sea, and I have absolutely no idea why the world is like one,” I said. “What I meant to say was I have nothing chaining me down anymore, I can do what I want.”



“Well… what is it that you want to do?” she asked.



She wrapped her hands around the back of my neck and looked me in the eyes. Her skin was warm against mine, and the din of the tavern blurred into white noise around us. The hairpin behind her ear shone in the lantern light as she tilted her head slightly.



“Tonight…” I said. “Let’s go back to my room. I have an idea I want to try.”




OceanofPDF.com




 Chapter 15



We strolled back to the inn with a calm aura around us.



There wasn’t an underlying feeling of adrenaline despite my biggest adventure yet being just on the horizon. I didn’t have anything urgent to worry about for basically the first time since arriving in this strange world.



Of course, I had the rest of my journey through the world to worry about, but I had tomorrow morning to mark my map, and just because I had my issue of protector sorted out, didn’t mean I had to leave immediately.



I wanted to ask Dean to prepare food for at least a few days of traveling in a pack for me. He’d be more than happy to do that no doubt.



I opened my inventory and pulled out some gold to leave on the bed for him as a thank you. Maybe it was the American in me, but it felt wrong to check out of what was basically a hotel without leaving some kind of tip for the staff.



I wondered if the next place that I ended up in would be as crazy over me as this village was. It probably helped that this village hadn’t seen much excitement before my arrival, but that didn’t mean the rest of Morseen wouldn’t raise an eyebrow at my powers.



If “Earth Summoner” wasn’t written above my head in big letters at all times, then I might’ve tried to keep my abilities a secret on my travels in case their unusualness brought more harm than good.



But in the end, it didn’t matter, and I had zero control over it, everyone would be able to see the word Earth, and I would have to deal with the consequences that came with it. A week ago that responsibility would’ve worried me, but now I knew it was just what I had to do, and I took pride in being solely responsible for Earth’s name in this world.



I felt like an astronaut who was tasked with being the first contact between alien life forms and Earth.



It was a little fucking insane, but that’s what my life had become. And I couldn’t even lie to myself about how much I was coming to enjoy this world.



We passed the spot where Simon had died and didn’t say a word about it. The blood was gone from the cobblestones thanks to Kate washing it away earlier, but there was still an eerie chill in the air from the presence of a recent death, or maybe I was imagining it.



Either way, the both of us walked a little bit faster as we passed the area.



We got back to my room, and I locked the door behind us. There was a tray of food left on the bedside table, and I was more than grateful for its presence, but I was too focused on my idea to think about eating yet.



“Can you go and sit on the bed?” I asked.



“So polite,” Kate giggled.



She sauntered over and sat at the edge of the bed with one leg crossed over the other. Her skirt moved and revealed a little more of her thigh as she did so.



“Not for that.” I smirked. “As tempting as it is.”



“What for then?” she asked.



“You’ll see,” I said.



I stepped back and made enough space so I could bring my squirrels into the world through the Earth portal. It swirled with the same black and green as always, and one after the other, my squirrels jumped out.



The thought occurred to me then of whether I needed a minimum amount of empty space for the portal in order to summon creatures, and if so what that minimum was. These were likely the questions I would find answers to in the archive of a city, and I couldn’t wait to fill my head with more knowledge.



Bug and Bridget were the last ones out, and when the portal closed, all of them began to sniff and examine the room. They kind of reminded me of Roombas scooting across the floor.



“Guys.” I clapped. “Come on. On the bed as well.”



They did as I asked and made themselves comfortable around Kate. She smiled at every one of them and stroked the ones nearest to her. They snuggled into her sides, and a few crawled into her lap to curl up like cats. One or two got their claws stuck in the fibers of the blanket, and Kate had to carefully help them out.



“They’re so cute I can barely breathe,” Kate squealed. “I’ve never experienced this emotion with a creature before. These guys truly are magical.”



I couldn’t help it and burst out with uncontrollable laughter. I laughed so hard that my sides started to ache, and I had to hold onto the bedside table for balance.



“What is it? What’s so funny?” Kate asked.



“You… you…” I spurted out through my laughter. “You were born in a world where unicorns exist, and you think squirrels are magical.”



“Of course I do,” she said with complete seriousness. “They are magnificent beasts whether you are familiar with them or not.”



“I know, I know.” I tried to calm myself and had some success with it. “I just don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. Imagine you came to Earth and saw everyone fawning over a… I don’t know, a goblin?”



“Why would they fawn over a goblin?” she asked. “They’re awful, spiteful little creatures, and they steal things.”



“That’s what I mean,” I said. “That’s what people from Earth think about squirrels, minus the spiteful part. They steal from bird feeders all the time.”



“It’s hard to imagine them being anything other than extraordinary,” she said.



She scooped Bridget up in her hands and gave her a small kiss on the head.



“I think this one is my favorite,” she mouthed to me without a sound so the others didn’t hear.



“I can tell,” I mouthed back.



“So… what did you want us all on the bed for?” Kate asked again.



“Oh, yeah,” I said.



I moved the bedside table further forward, then took my phone out of my pocket and looked for the timed photo option.



“I’m going to put this device here,” I explained. “Run over to the rest of you, then when I say ‘smile,’ we all smile, got it?”



There was a moment of no movement, and then Kate nodded with unhidden curiosity and confusion, and the squirrels didn’t make any indication that they knew what I was saying, apart from Bug, who looked me in the eyes, and I decided to take that to mean he understood me to some extent.



I put my phone on the right settings, rested it upright against the cup of milk Dean had left on the food tray, and then I pressed the shutter button.



I darted to the bed and nudged myself in between Kate and some of the squirrels. Bug crawled up onto my shoulder, and he grabbed the top of my ear like a handlebar.



“Now smile,” I said as I predicted the five-second timer was about to run out.



I smiled, too, as the camera flashed, and Kate shrieked, dropped to the floor, and crawled under the bed as if an explosion had gone off nearby or like she was a dog during the Fourth of July.



“What the fuck was that!” she yelled. “Did you just summon light?”



“No, it’s called a camera flash,” I said. “I’m sorry, I probably should’ve warned you about that.”



I stretched out my hand and helped her out from under the bed and back to her feet.



“Sit down again.” I jogged back to my phone and reset the camera. “And be prepared for the light this time. Just imagine it’s like a lantern or a torch. Everyone in their places.”



Bug hopped back onto my shoulder, Bridget jumped into Kate’s hands, and we smiled for the photo. Kate flinched a little at the flash, but she didn’t scream and hide this time.



I grabbed the phone and brought it over to the bed so Kate could see the picture. Her eyes widened in amazement when she looked at it, and her mouth stretched into the biggest smile I’d seen her wear yet.



“It’s wonderful,” she said. “That little thing creates paintings with no painter?”



“Pretty much,” I said. “It does other things, too, but not right now because there isn’t any signal.”



“I’ve never had a painting done of myself,” she said. “It’s a shame I could not have one to keep for myself of us all to remember you by.”



“On Earth,” I said. “I would be able to just send the photo… um, painting to you so we both had versions. But that isn’t possible if you don’t have a phone, too.”



I set the photo of us all as my new lock screen and then turned my phone off again for who knew how long until it would be useful.



“There is still so much you have left to teach me about Earth,” she said in a somewhat sad tone. “Have you thought much about what you will do once you return?”



“Not at all,” I admitted. “I suppose I’ll just go back to what I was doing before. Go to work, come home, go camping when I can.”



“I suppose I will do the same,” Kate said. “Only I will not be camping, and my work and home are the same place.”



It all seemed so dull now, like my time on Earth was a black-and-white movie, and Morseen was my first time in color. Or like Morseen was a dream that sometimes had tendencies of being like a nightmare, but at least it was more exciting than a static reality.



“Will you not tell the people of Earth about Morseen?” she asked.



There was so much of Moseen I could talk about, the people, the creatures, the magic, the dungeons, and there was so much more I hadn’t even seen yet. There would be so much to talk about by the time I made it to Earth, if ever, that was if they wouldn’t commit me to a psych hospital before I’d finished talking about any of it.



I smothered a snort of laughter from the idea of turning my adventures into a book someday.



“I am not someone that the whole of Earth would give the time to listen to,” I said. “And I’d be called crazy anyway, like those people who claim to be taken by UFOs. And I can’t be the deranged guy in two worlds, that’s just overkill.”



“I see,” she said.



I took her hand in mine and kissed her softly on the lips. The feeling of her skin connecting with mine was a comfort I already missed.



“But I don’t need to worry about any of that for some time,” I said. “Tonight I just want to hang out with you and my furry companions. Tomorrow can be for preparation and planning my next steps because right now my brain is fried.”



“In that case.” She shuffled further onto the bed and scooped as many squirrels into her arms like teddy bears as she could. “Bring that tray of food over. It’s time for a bed picnic.”



I carefully lifted the tray over to the bed and crawled on. The squirrels knew not to go for my food, but every so often one plucked up the bravery to try and get close to the bread.



“I’m going to miss Dean’s stew,” I said as I scooped a piece of bread through the thick broth.



It was the perfect balance of salt and acid, and it wasn’t too viscous or too watery.



“I hear there are many nice restaurants in Kenford.” Kate tore off a piece of bread and swiped it through the stew as I did. “Cities like that have types of food from all around Morseen. They’re epicenters of culture. People usually focus on big cities when they travel, and it’s only really dungeon-crawlers who bother visiting smaller villages.”



“Perhaps I should start to refer to myself as a dungeon-crawler,” I said. “I’ll be doing a lot of that in my search for answers, after all.”



“I suppose that would be the correct term for you,” Kate agreed.



She lifted the wooden cup of milk and held it in the air between us.



“To Cole, Earth summoner and newly established dungeon-crawler.” She took a sip of the drink and then handed the cup to me.



“And former sworn protector of the beautiful village of Larkworth.” I raised it in the air as she had, then took a sip as well.



We finished up the food and then played with the squirrels and tested their ability to understand us until we were tired enough to slip off into sleep. We got them to jump over one another, run in circles, and even made voices for them and pretended they were putting on a play for us. By the end of it all, I felt giddy like a child, but I didn’t care how infantile it all seemed, I was happy. We both were, and even the squirrels themselves looked like they were having a blast.



I noticed as we spent more time with them that Bug and Bridget stayed as close to each other as possible. At one point, I even saw Bug licking the fur at the back of Bridget’s ear. I would have to keep an eye on them in the future to see how their courtship progressed.



At some point or another, both Kate and I passed out on the bed, and I barely managed to send the squirrels back home through the portal before my eyes shut for the night.



I woke up with Kate in my arms, the sun’s rays shining softly through the window, and everything was peaceful. The mattress wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world, but I didn’t want to pull myself off of it. I felt a lot better, but my muscles still ached a little from the fight yesterday.



“Good morning, Crazy Squirrel Master,” Kate whispered as she woke up.



“Hey, it’s Deranged Squirrel Master,” I yawned. “And don’t you forget it.”



“Are you ready for your big speech today, Deranged Squirrel Master?” she asked.



“I was never good at public speaking, even on Earth,” I said. “Not many people are. But there are a lot of things I’ve done here that I wouldn’t do on Earth, so maybe it won’t be too bad. I never could’ve summoned a horde of squirrels on Earth, but here we are.”



“Would you like to practice your speech on me first?” She cuddled closer to me. “I can pretend to be a whole audience. I’ll put on fake voices and everything.”



“Thanks,” I said. “But I should be okay. Before the speech, my main focus is mapping out my route to Kenford so I can look in their archive.”



“I’m jealous,” Kate said. “The Kenford archive must be filled with more knowledge than I could ever dream of.”



“And some of that knowledge might be my key to getting back to Earth,” I said. “I’ve heard that some dungeons have portals in them that can lead you to random places. One of those places might be Earth for all I know.”



“It’s as good a plan as any,” Kate said. “Considering there isn’t exactly a guide about traveling between worlds.”



“Not unless you count rocket science,” I said. “And yes, I will explain what a rocket is to you before leaving. It will probably be a while before Morseen has the technology to accomplish that, but who knows what your guys’ magic can do.”



“I have no clue what you’re saying,” she said.



“It doesn’t matter,” I chuckled. “I need to get a move on.”



I got dressed, equipped my armor, tied my belt around me, and pulled on my boots.



Dean knocked at the door with a tray full of fruit and cheese, and I took that opportunity to ask him about some food for my journey. As I predicted, he was more than happy to provide me with another service, so much so that he actually thanked me for asking him for more food.



Being the Deranged Squirrel Master had its perks.



Kate got dressed and ran her hands through her hair as I threw green berries in the air and caught them in my mouth.



“Do people in this world have allergies?” I asked after a particularly impressive catch.



“What is that?” Kate asked.



“Like some foods make you sick, or make you itch, or even stop your breathing,” I said. “A common one on Earth is nuts. Thank fuck I don’t have that one, or the whole squirrel thing would be very ironic.”



“I don’t think the people of Larkworth have come into contact with enough different types of foods to know,” she said.



“Interesting.” I threw one last berry in my mouth. “Anyway, I’m off to the archive. Are you joining?”



She ran her hands through her hair one last time and then jumped to her feet.



“Yes, sir,” she said. “Now that Jacob and Anne have pretty much got the tavern covered, I don’t need to work as often… It will be strange not having Brian as my boss any more.”



“Maybe you could do something different,” I said. “You seemed to be pretty good when handling the unicorns. Maybe you could ask to work at the farm?”



“Maybe…” Kate said. “It would beat cleaning tables and smelling like ale.”



“I’m not sure I’d say unicorn birth fluid smells better than ale.” I grinned. “But yeah, I get what you mean.”



We made our way to the archive as the sun shone down on us. I smiled kindly to people as they walked past, and the eerie feeling I’d felt last night from walking past Simon’s house was no longer there.



I used my spare key from Jacob to get into the archive, and Kate and I went straight to the maps section of the bookshelves.



“This is one I’ve looked in before.” I pulled out a thick book about the south side of Morseen and flicked to the part with the maps.



“The world is so big,” Kate said. “And this only shows a part of it.”



She traced the page with wonder in her eyes.



“What are these dusty-colored bits at the sides of the map?” I asked.



“Oh, that’s the wastelands,” Kate said. “It’s what we call the desert area that surrounds the south side. It blocks sea access. It’s a shame really. Being near the sea would bring a lot more people to Larkworth.”



“How far has this world come in terms of sea travel?” I asked. “Are there other masses of land across the water? Other countries?”



“I must admit I do not know a lot about it,” Kate said. “But it makes sense that the sea eventually ends and any sailors would fall off the edge of the world. Don’t you think?”



“Normally, I would contest that because it’s what people thought Earth was like until they found that wasn’t the case,” I said. “But if Morseen has dungeons, golems, and unicorns, then you might have an edge of the world, too, for all I know.”



“It is fascinating learning the differences between our worlds,” Kate said. “Anyway, back to the map.”



“Yes.” I looked back down to the page. “It looks like there are two directions I could go. I could head north, pass a village called Falside, go over the river, and then I’ll be in Kenford.”



“I have not heard many stories of Falside,” Kate said. “But I suppose that might be a good thing. No news is better than bad news.”



“That suits me just fine,” I said. “The less drama, the better.”



“Or you could head east, toward the Maze of Mockery, and then head north to Kenford,” Kate said. “That way you would pass through two villages where you could replenish supplies before getting to the city. Houndwallow and Lemhost.”



“I’m familiar with the forest leading in that direction,” I said. “But I am unfortunately also the reason the bridge over the river is currently broken… so traveling that way won’t be possible until someone fixes it.”



“Northbound it is then,” she said. “The info at the side of the page says there have been sightings of pixies in the forest on the way to Falside village, and there have been sightings of orcs in the grasslands to the right of it.”



“So I have to pick between pixies and orcs,” I said. “Pixies are like fairies, right? That sounds a lot nicer to deal with than a bunch of orcs. Especially if they’re anything like the orcs in
 Lord of The Rings
 … a story from Earth.”



“Aldous told me he met a pixie once,” Kate said. “He mentioned something about losing a game of cards.”



“He told me the same thing,” I said. “I still can’t believe that one of the similarities our worlds share is gambling.”



“Orcs are brutish monsters,” Kate said. “I’ve never come face to face with one, of course, but I’ve read about them before. They’ll bite your head clean off.”



“That settles that issue then,” I said. “Through the pixie forest it is.”



I took the map of the southside of Morseen I had in my pocket from my previous venture and marked the new direction further north that this book’s map detailed. I folded it up and put it securely in my pocket until I needed it again.



“Do you think the farmer would let me take one of the unicorns to ride on my journey?” I asked. “I’m used to walking long distances, I used to do it even on Earth, but a steed would be nice.”



“He’s protective over his herd, but I can ask,” she said. “And you’re our Deranged Squirrel Master, so the answer will probably be a yes.”



“That reminds me, it will be time for me to pass on the torch soon,” I said. “I should go out and see if people have started to gather yet.”



I closed the book, put it back on the shelf, and we made our way out of the archive. I locked the door behind me, and when I turned around I was greeted by a crowd of familiar faces. Silence fell upon them when they saw me.



“Um… hello everyone.” I waved.



They burst back into their storm of chatter, and I turned to Kate beside me.



“I think we’ll wait a little bit longer to see if we get any more people,” I said. “And I also can’t start until Brian is here.”



“Cole! Cole!” Jacob’s voice shouted from the crowd.



He pushed through the people and came up to Kate and me.



“Hi, how was your first night taking care of the tavern?” I asked.



“Brilliant,” he said. “I can’t believe I’ve gone so long without doing it. It didn’t even feel like work. It felt like I was being paid to hang out and bring ale to my friends… which I guess is what was actually happening. It’s the best job in the world!”



“Sounds like you’re already enjoying it a lot more than I do,” Kate said with a laugh.



“Have you seen Brian this morning?” I asked.



“He came into the tavern this morning to see how good a job I did cleaning the place,” Jacob said. “He tried to play it cool, but it was easy to tell that he was nervous about today.”



“It’s a big responsibility,” I said. “Even more so for someone whose biggest task until this point has been supplying people with alcohol.”



“And now that’s my task,” Jacob said. “And I’m pretty good at it, if I do say so myself.”



The knights pushed through the crowd and approached the three of us. Kevin had a bandage wrapped around his head, and he squinted his eyes to the point where I couldn’t really tell if they were open or closed.



“How are you feeling, Kevin?” I asked. “For a second in that room, we didn’t know if you were alive or not.”



“I’m alive alright,” he said. “But the sun hurts my eyes, and my head is pounding.”



“You don’t have to be here,” I said. “Go back home, get some more rest.”



“I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” he said. “We agreed we would support Brian, so here I am, showing my support.”



“And now all we have to do is wait for Brian himself,” I said.



Right on cue, the village’s next protector made his way toward us with his sword at his hip and his head held high.



“Hello everyone,” he said. “Apologies for my lateness. I had some nerves to work through, but I’m ready now. Let’s do this.”



“That’s what I like to hear,” I said. “I guess it’s go time.”



I clapped to draw everyone’s attention to me, and I waited for silence to spread throughout the group again.



“Good day, everyone,” I announced to what I hoped was the whole village. “I’m sure you’re all wondering why I’ve gathered you all here today.”



No one said anything, not one peep.



“Right,” I said. “Well, it is time for me to announce that I am leaving Larkworth.”



The declaration brought a wave of noise across the crowd. People shouted out in disappointment, some even in anger, and others just looked down at their feet in sadness.



“I am thankful for the kindness you have shown me,” I said. “And I hope I have repaid your kindness in the time I have spent here. But I never intended to stay forever, and my time has come to make my way to somewhere new.”



“But we’ll be left with Simon as our protector,” a random voice called from deep in the crowd.



“He’s useless,” someone else called.



“And he smells bad,” another shouted unnecessarily.



“Simon will not be your protector ever again,” I said. “Simon… He’s…”



I had to think carefully about how I was going to phrase what happened next.



“You people have treated me well, and in return, I don’t want to lie to you.” I cleared my throat. “Simon is dead.”



That sent one more shockwave of voices through the villagers.



“He died after he refused to listen to reason,” I said. “Instead of setting aside his own ego to do what was best for the village, he chose to turn violent. He pretended he was drunk and incapable, and then when we least expected it, he attacked two of his knights: Kevin and Scott. When I confronted him about his behavior, he attacked me, too. He left me no choice but to kill him, and I hope you will understand that.”



There was a tense moment of quiet once again, and then one person spoke up, followed by another, and then another.



“Deranged Squirrel Master!” The chorus of appreciative voices rang through the village.



“Thank you!” a few random voices added into the mix.



“Thank you.” I raised my hand to silence their words. “I mean that sincerely.”



I couldn’t remember the last time I’d spoken so formally, and I was a little impressed with myself.



“Who’s going to watch over us then?” a deep voice shouted.



“Yeah, we can’t be defenseless,” a shrill voice added.



“I am not leaving you defenseless,” I said. “I present to you all a familiar face, but also the face of your new protector.”



I stepped to the side and swept out my arms toward Brian. He stood there stunned for a second, and then he moved into the space I’d made for him on the cobblestones.



“Brian from the tavern?” someone asked.



“You’ve got to be kidding me,” someone said.



Brian didn’t let the incredulity of the villagers get to him, and instead straightened out his posture and wrapped his hand around the hilt of his sword.



“You have witnessed me pouring you all ale and wiping tables, but I can assure you all that I am capable of much more than that,” he announced with confidence filling his voice. “I have had practice fighting in my teenage years, and have recently refreshed my skills with a sword. The Squirrel Master has trusted me to take over from him, so I ask all of you to trust me as he does.”



“We also stand behind him,” Scott said.



He stepped into the open space and stood next to Brian. The three other knights followed suit and aligned themselves in a show of solidarity.



“We vow to keep the village safe,” Terry said.



“We won’t fail you this time,” John added.



“What do you all say?” Brian asked. “Do you accept our offer of protection?”



What started as Kate clapping soon became a roar of applause from everyone in sight. I joined in, too, and I imagined the goblins from the forest looking at the sky and wondering where the storm clouds were.



Some people shouted Brian’s name in celebration, and others came up to pat him on the back. I smiled as I watched people accept him as their new protector. In that moment, I truly saw how I’d changed the village for the better, and I knew they’d do just fine without me or my squirrels here to protect them.



Kate walked over to me and leaned close to my ear so I could hear her over the applause that didn’t sound like it was ending anytime soon.



“That’s a relief,” she said. “Imagine if they refused to accept him.”



“I’d rather not,” I said. “I don’t think my brain could take it.”



There was an exuberant cheer, and the knights picked Brian up and began to carry him through the crowd of people.



Kate, Jacob, and I burst into laughter.



“How long until he gets tired of the attention?” Jacob asked.



“Probably around five minutes,” Kate joked.



“Well, it’s too late for him to turn back now,” I said. “He’s got a responsibility now.”



“He did have responsibilities before,” Kate said. “He is a father.”



That might be true, but the smile on Brian’s face told me he was already loving the attention and status of his new title.



“Okay, he has more of a responsibility now,” I chuckled. “Also… I think I’ve just thought of the perfect way to say goodbye to everyone in the village.”



I stepped aside to create some space then brought my squirrels through the portal. Bug, Bridget, and Red hopped out, followed by the rest I hadn’t named yet, and they ran off through the crowds.



“They mean you all no harm!” I shouted across the crowd. “I just thought you all deserved to get to know them. You have been worshiping them, too, after all.”



“What about the creepy butcher?” Kate asked.



“Shit,” I hissed.



Then I called Bug back over to me, and I knelt down to him.



“Keep an eye out for that guy who wanted to skin you,” I said.



He scurried back off into the crowd, and I hoped it was to warn my other squirrels.



The villagers seemed frightened at first, and they looked down at the squirrels with unsure expressions on their faces, but all it took was for them to see Kate, Jacob, and I stoking them like cats for the majority of them to calm down.



I spotted a child cowering behind the legs of a woman, with his eyes glued to a very dark gray squirrel nearby. I walked over to the child and knelt down by him.



“You don’t have to be afraid,” I said in as soft a voice as I could conjure. “He won’t hurt you.”



The kid didn’t look any less scared, so I scooped the squirrel up in my hands and tickled behind his ears.



“He’s very soft,” I said. “What’s your name?”



“Jack,” the little boy said.



“Really? His name is Jack, too,” I decided on the spot.



The boy’s face lit up a little at that, but his appearance still screamed anxiety for the most part. I willed squirrel Jack to lay down on his back and show his fluffy stomach.



“He said he really wants you to stroke him,” I lied. “It makes him sad to think that you’re afraid of him.”



That worked, and kid Jack stepped out from behind the adult’s legs and reached toward squirrel Jack. The boy’s fingers barely touched the fur of the squirrel’s belly, and then when it was clear the animal wasn’t going to hurt him, he petted him with less hesitancy.



“See? He’s not so bad,” I said. “Here, he wants you to hold him.”



I passed the squirrel into the arms of the little boy, and he held him close and tenderly. When they seemed comfortable with each other, I went back to where Kate and Jacob were standing.



“What were you talking to my nephew about?” Kate asked.



“He’s one of Brian’s kids?” I asked.



“Yeah, he’s the oldest,” she said.



“I was just showing him that he didn’t have to be afraid of the squirrels,” I said.



“You’re a softy, Cole,” Jacob teased.



“Shut up,” I joked. “And where are your kids anyway?”



“They’re…” his face dropped. “Shit. I was supposed to be watching one, but I don’t remember which.”



He ran off into the crowd, and Kate let out a small chuckle.



“He’ll find them, don’t worry,” Kate said. “This happens every now and then.”



“Anne needs to start using that herbal stuff that you use,” I said. “They’re going to lose count of how many kids they have at some point.”



“I think they’re trying to see how many they can make,” Kate said. “Create an army of drunkards or something.”



“So Jacob does have an ability class, child summoning.” I smiled.



“Please, never say that again.” Kate smiled back at me.



“I might grab my pack from Dean and slip away while everyone is distracted,” I said.



“You’re going right now?” she said in shock.



“Why hold off the inevitable?” I asked



“I understand.” She looked across the cobblestones at all the squirrels crawling around. “But people are going to notice when they all disappear.”



“Not if I distract them with something else,” I said.



I announced it was time for my squirrels to leave, and everyone took a moment to get in their last scratches and pets. Then I called all the squirrels back through the portal to Earth and clapped again to regain everyone’s attention.



“Everyone to the tavern!” I bellowed. “It’s time to celebrate the new protector!”



All the village people cheered and began to make their way toward the tavern.



“Jacob is going to hate you for that,” Kate said.



“Yeah…” I said. “But I’m sure he’ll get over it.”



Now it was time, the moment for me to say goodbye to Kate, but as I attempted to will my courage upon me, the words collapsed in my throat. What was I supposed to say? I adore your company, but I guess I’ll never see you again?



“I’m not good with goodbyes,” I said simply.



“Me, neither,” Kate replied.



“Should we leave it here then?” I offered with no clue what I would say if her response was no.



“I think that would be best,” she answered.



Our eyes met one last time, and then that was it. I turned and marched back to the inn before anything could stop me. I opened the door to my room, grabbed the pack of food supplies Dean must have left by the side of the bed, and I looked over the room as I took one last deep breath of it all.



I figured now would be a good time to say hi to Clive before I left, just in case he had anything important to tell me.



“Hello,” I said as I grabbed the hilt of the sword. “So this is it then. I can’t believe it’s actually time for me to go.”



“How are you feeling about it?” he asked. “It was awful for me in that dungeon, absolutely terrible, but it still felt strange to leave after so long.”



“I haven’t spent nearly as long in this village as you spent in the dungeon,” I said. “But it feels as if I’ve been here for ages. I know the people, I have friends, I know my way around for the most part.”



“This is the first place you have found comfort in since coming to our world,” Clive said. “It makes sense that leaving would be hard.”



“It is hard, but I have a purpose,” I said. “Was I sent here for a reason? Was it all just an accident? I don’t even know if time here is different from time on Earth, it could’ve been ten years there while I’ve been here. There are just so many questions I need answers to.”



“Then you know you must continue with the journey,” Clive said. “Your thoughts toward change are full of wisdom.”



“I need to push myself to where I need to be,” I said. “To do that I can’t be afraid of change. Besides, I want to see more of this world. It’s been pretty amazing so far, and I’ve barely experienced any of it. Why not have an adventure while I’m looking for answers?”



“Well, then,” Clive said with a smile in his voice. “I suppose the next time we speak, we may be out of the village and exploring somewhere new. Until then…”



“Until then, Clive.” I let go of the hilt and took one last look at the powered-off screen of my phone.



If I turned it back on, I’d get to see Kate and all my squirrels, and that was the small token of Larkworth I was most excited to bring with me.



“I’ve been thinking,” a familiar, soft, and kind voice said from behind me.



I turned to see Kate standing in the hallway, and she took a step into the room. Her posture was meek and unsure, but there was a sense of determination in her gaze that was undeniable.



“You are going to learn a lot about Morseen from the books in the Kenford archive.” She stepped a little closer to me, and her sweet scent filled my nose. “But what about before you get there?”



“I can figure things out on the fly,” I said.



“I’m sure you can,” she said. “But what if your food runs out before you make it to the city? You don’t know which berries are safe to eat from the bushes. And you don’t know what creatures are docile or hostile. What if you need to know something about Morseen’s customs that only someone born here would know?”



I held onto Clive’s hilt discreetly to see what he thought about what she was saying. I couldn’t speak to him without Kate wondering what was going on, but I knew he could hear and would likely have an opinion he could let me in on.



“She has a good point,” he said. “The world has changed a lot since I last roamed its surface. I may be able to help with what foods are safe to eat or not, but in terms of worldly customs I’m afraid my knowledge may be out of date.”



That was all the answer I needed, and so I took my hand off of the hilt.



“What are you trying to say?” I asked.



I knew what she was hinting at, but I wanted her to say it outright. If she really, really wanted to come with me, then I needed to know she was sure about it. It wouldn’t benefit either of us if halfway through the journey she changed her mind and I had to bring her back home safely, and no way was I going to make her complete the journey back all on her own.



“I think I should come with you.” She raised her head higher in certainty. “I take that back. I am coming with you, you don’t have a choice in the matter.”



“I don’t know…” I said. “You’ve only just become a Lvl 02, and you’ve only left the village once, and it was only for a few minutes.”



“And you went to a dungeon when you were only a Lvl 01 and were in this world for a few days at most,” she rightfully pointed out. “I can learn on the go, and so can you. I can teach you the customs of this world while you teach me how to fight.”



“My sword skills are very average,” I warned. “I’m not sure there’s much I can teach you.”



“There is nothing average about you, Cole.” She closed the gap between us to the point where our faces were almost touching. “You managed to hold your own against a trained knight. You’re talented, and I have no doubt that you will probably be able to survive out there on your own, but I can’t stand to stay in this place any longer. You’ve shown me there are greater things out there, and I’m not afraid to step out of my comfort zone anymore.”



“I don’t want you to get invested in me,” I said in a low voice. “I might be gone one day, and there’s no way of knowing if I can ever return.”



“I don’t care.” She leaned in and gave me one powerful kiss on the lips. “I want to spend as much time with you as I can get until that day comes.”



After a few seconds, she pulled away, and her eyes looked deep into mine.



“Okay,” I breathed. “Go pack your bag and grab that bow. I’ll meet you at the north exit of the village.”



She didn’t waste a moment and ran off into the hallway and then through the front door of the inn. I followed her steps at a less rushed pace and sauntered over to our meeting point.



I took in as many sights, smells, and sounds of the village as I could. The bakers must’ve wrapped up business just before I called the meeting because the scent of pastries and caramelized sugar still hung in the air all the way down the street.



While I waited, I recalled the first time I’d tried one of their baked goods and the time when I beat Kate at darts and she bought me one as a prize.



The breeze was warm and ran through my hair like the fingers of a loved one. The air was so clean and fresh, and it worked better than caffeine to make me feel refreshed and awake.



The laughter, singing, and overall fun of the tavern danced in the air and melted into a distant hum the further away I walked. It would probably be a while before I heard the collective noise of that many people again, so I relished the sounds for as long as I could. I could have sworn I even picked out Jacob’s laugh among the others at one point.



I arrived at Kate’s and my meeting point and stared at the clouds drifting in the sky as I waited. My attention was brought back to ground level when the sound of hoofs on the cobblestones joined the hum in the air.



Kate strolled toward me with her hands clutching the reins of a fully-grown, black unicorn. It was magnificently tall, with muscled legs, a strong neck, and a horn that glimmered with dark blue and silver, like the night sky full of stars. Its eyes were pitch black without any whites, and when it looked at me, it was like I was staring down into an abyss.



Its mane and tail were much softer and silkier than any horses I’d come close to on Earth. It was like horse hair that was processed and glossed to be used on violin bows and other stringed instruments, but this was all natural.



“You asked me to ask the farmer about a unicorn to ride.” Kate smiled. “I asked, he said no, I reminded him about his tab at the tavern, and then he suddenly changed his mind and said yes. Now here we are, ready to go.”



“I can’t believe you actually got one…” I marveled. “It’s a good thing I’ve done horseback riding before.”



“What’s a horse?” Kate asked.



“It’s, uh–” I shook my head and smiled. “It’s basically a unicorn without the horn.”



“What?” Kate’s face scrunched up in confusion. “That’s weird.”



“Have you said goodbye to your brother?” I asked.



“I sure have. “ She smiled softly. “He didn’t take it well at first, but then he realized how much I wanted this. He saw that it is my purpose to be your companion, and he loves me too much to deny me that.”



“That’s good to hear,” I said with a teasing grin. “Because I’m not letting you go back on your word now. You’re stuck with me now, so let’s get on the unicorn so I can go find out where all the dungeon portals are.”



I added that to the increasingly long list of phrases I never thought I’d say in my lifetime.



“Does this guy have a name?” I asked.



“The farmer called him Night,” Kate said as she stroked the unicorn’s shiny, black coat. “I’m sure you can guess why.”



“I think it’s the perfect name for him,” I said. “If a little clich.”



I held my hands out and gave Kate a boost into the saddle, and then climbed on myself. The unicorn didn’t waver under our weight, and I felt safe and secure on his back. I stroked my hand down his neck, and the unicorn made a low-pitched noise that Kate let me know was a sound of satisfaction.



“Are you ready?” I asked Kate.



I wrapped my arms around her waist and held the reins in my hand. Her body heat pressed into me, and her scent fluttered up into my nose.



“I’ve never been more ready for anything,” she said. “Let’s do this!”



And just like that, I set off deeper into the strange world of Morseen as a Lvl 05 Earth summoner on the back of a unicorn. I was still amazed by everything about this place, and even more amazed by what I’d accomplished so far.



Being the Deranged Squirrel Master was pretty fucking incredible after all.



End of Book 1
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Haremlit



Want to find other authors like me?




Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!
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