
“Boooooored!” Rick announced to the world.  He continued his leisurely walk down the street, looking upward expectantly for a few minutes.  Soon, the hope faded and he resigned himself to the doldrums.  ‘Yeah.’  He sighed.  ‘What are the odds of anything interesting happening around here?’  The young man paused and jerked his head at the sound of a girl’s scream.  ‘…  About the same as something like that after my question, I guess.’  Considerate and non-card-carrying Boy Scout that he was -- he’d been banished ever since the Camp Bunnyflop Incident -- he immediately darted across the street toward the panicked cry, enraging taxi drivers, professors that really shouldn’t have been drinking at that hour, and at least one veteran motorcycle gang.  The latter group shook their fists and began to berate him, stopped halfway, and spent the next hour coughing and wheezing.


As he walked past several shops, the brown-haired youth frowned and his pace slowed.   ‘Y’know, lady, it’d really help me save you if--’  His train of thought was derailed when another cry turned him in the right direction.  ‘There we go.’  Off he dashed, into the local alley.  It was darker in the backstreet, and he wondered if darting down there without a moment’s thought had really been the wisest thing.


“Got an ID, Jim?”


“Yep, Captain.  Rick Thompson.  Junior at Palentine High, home of the fightin’ Pancakes.”


“Considering how flat he looks, I guess it fits.  Any idea how it went down?”


“Our best guess is he, drawn by a love of adventure and driven by the kindsa hormones all teenage males inevitably allow to rule them, stumbled into this alley and promptly found himself kicked to within an inch of his life by a random street thug.  Said thug then went for his wallet, found it empty save for his student ID card, which was dropped next to the body, and kicked off that last inch of life before leaving this description of what probably happened for us to find.”


“Eloquent thug, Jim.”


“The most.”


“Anyway, this bars no further investigation.  Send a box of doughnuts to his family to make up for their loss.  And ask what kind of funeral arrangements they’d like.”


“According to the note, he was an orphan.”


“Oh.  Well, then send the box of doughnuts to my family and shove the carcass into the river.  He’d have wanted it this way.”


“No doubt, Captain.”


Rick shook the scenario away, chuckling.  ‘That’s ridiculous.  Everyone knows the cops in this city are illiterate.’  Any danger he might have been in forgotten, he continued down the dingy corridor.  It reeked of smoke, garbage, and rodent fecal matter, reminding Rick of the pipe, stuffed with all three, he’d found as a boy in his attic; the lad had afterwards sworn off smoking and spent about a month recovering from the trauma.  He shivered at the memory as he continued slowly and carefully.

Suddenly, Rick’s ears perked up at the sounds of a struggle around the next corner.  Taking a breath, he steeled his resolve and jumped around the corner, ready to fight for the life of whoever had screamed such a womanly scream.  And the incredibly grungy man definitely needed somebody to fight for his life; it was a job he clearly couldn’t handle.  Rick blinked.  “Oh,” he said calmly, “Hey, Trent.”


“Hmm?” the redhead asked, looking up from the savage beating he was doling out.  “Oh.  Hey…  Uhh…  Rick, right?”


“Right.”  A kick to the thigh loosed another shriek.  “Always wondered what your hobbies were.”


“Ah, it’s nothing special.

“Looks pretty impressive to me.  I mea--” 

“I’m sorry, but could you hang on a sec?”


“Sure thing.”


“Thanks.”


“GLOOOOOOR!” the thug gurgled before falling flat on his back, sending ripples of fat throughout his frame.  “Alright,” Trent said, planting a foot atop the mass.  “What were you saying?”


“I was just impressed.  I didn’t think a high school student could beat up a fully grown mugger in real life.”


“Have you ever tried?”


“Well, no.”


“Then I say give it a shot.  It’s really great fun, here in the ‘Easy’ region.”


“I wasn’t aware this was the Red Light district.”


“Nope.  Those types are in the ‘Hard’ region.”  ‘Is he adding onto my little joke?’ Rick wondered.  “All highschoolers just wail on the pansies around here.  Really lets off a lot of steam.”

“Huh…  Wasn’t aware of that custom.”


“Oh, yeah.  You’ve only been here…  What is it, three weeks?”


“Two.  So, I’m still settling in here and…”  The felled giant’s twitching caught Rick’s attention.  “Is he gonna be okay?”


“No worries.  They’re like those…  Y’know those old inflatable clown things you could punch down and they’d swing back up?”

“Bobo Dolls.”


“Yea--  How the hell do you know that?”


“My uncle really wanted one for his birthday last year.  I forget why.”


“Huh…  Anyway, what brought you to this neck of the words?”


“The girlish screams.”


“Ah.  There’s a respectable reason.”  Trent looked at his watch.  “Well, I’ve got Games Club to get to.  Since you’re new, you want to see how it is?”


“Sure.  Sounds like…  Sorry.  I can’t.  Felicia and I are supposed to get together at Brookman’s Oddities for our history project in…”  Rick examined his watch.  “Shit.  About three minutes.”  His hand dove into his right pocket and felt around for a piece of paper, first calmly, then frantically.  “And I lost the map.”


“Relax.  It’s not too far, and I’ve got some time before the club needs me.  So, consider me your free, bare-bones tour guide.”

“Thanks.  I’d appreciate it.”  The two youths then set out, inhaling in relief and blinking a bit once they returned to the world beyond the alley.


“So…  Uhh…  Rich--”

“--Rick.”

“Right.  This way.  Anyway, you and Felicia an item?”


“Err…  Don’t think anyone’s used that expression in a few decades.  And…  Uhh…  No, we just got assigned to work together.  She seems nice, but I don’t know her too well.”


“Ah.  So, Brookman’s willing to share?”  Trent had not bothered to ask, “Why aren’t you working in the library?” because he knew, at that moment, there was no library.  The mayor’s office had been subjected to an endless river of complaints about the rat infestation the building had suffered from, seemingly, since time immemorial.  And, one day, the mayor had decided he’d had enough.  After getting the plan okayed by several prominent economists and projecting that it would garner just enough of a net gain in approval ratings than would plan B of gassing the little things, he declared that he would simply construct a new library, and that the old one would be renamed ‘The Palentine Rodent Reserve.’  A number of bibliophiles protested that so many works of literature would be left to stagnate unless their new vermin caretakers wished to make a nest of them.  When throwing money at the group didn’t make all of them go away, he sighed, opened the doors, and gave them ten minutes to grab all they could.  Afterwards, probably just to demonstrate how vindictive he was, he stationed a police officer around the building at all times and purportedly told him, “Shoot to kill.”

As well as the rest of the town, Trent was aware that Brookman had been one of the most avid collectors of the rescued books, but he was also infamous for hoarding them.  Generally, only his employees and their families were allowed to read them.  The curmudgeon thought it a suitable benefit for his sub-par pay.  The number of employees oscillated between one and three, depending on his increasingly capricious mood.  For instance, he had recently fired one woman the day after hiring her once he realized she spelled Cathy with a ‘c’ instead of a ‘k,’ dropping the number to two.  When a coworker asked what difference that really made, the number dropped to one.

“Yeah,” Rick continued the poorly broken up dialogue segments, “Felicia says her cousin works there, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Huh.  Guess you lucked out.  I remember having to do my group’s project all over town.”


“Ouch.  But at least this town seems pretty interesting.  Just things like the mayor and the library incident, and Mr. Brookman’s firing policies are pretty hard to find anywhere I’ve been before.”

“Eh,” Trent answered with a shrug, “I’ve been to a few different cities before.  Interesting characters and happenings like that are pretty easy to find if you really look.”


“And high school kids kicking the crap out of street thugs?”


“Okay, that might give you some trouble.  But it happens pretty regularly here, and most places probably have their own interesting tendencies.”


Rick sighed.  “Maybe you’re right.”  He was a little disappointed.  He’d stumbled into that alley hoping for some kind of adventure and story to tell.  It happened in all the books and movies he enjoyed, after all.  But, while it had first seemed unusual, he’d left finding that such occurrences were not the least bit remarkable.  He wasn’t a loony expecting to find a leprechaun under every rock he lifted -- at which point he would likely wonder what it was doing there instead of hanging around in Ireland with a pot of gold or, failing that, a children’s cereal -- but he would definitely like there to be a little more fantasy, wonder and whimsy in the world.  A more sensible person would likely point out that people as one dimensional as the mayor or Brookman could only be found in fantasy, and that possessing thugs highly susceptible to a beat down from high school students was rather a wondrous and whimsical quality for a town.  If prone to winding rants, this person would probably then call his sensibility into question by launching into a great speech about how Rick should count his blessings and about how hyperbolically difficult things were “back in his day.”  As no such person materialized, Rick went unconsoled.

“Alright, it’s just up here,” Trent said after a short silence.  “Thanks,” answered his brown-haired companion, feeling a bit cheerier.  “I really appreciate the trouble.”


“No problem.  The club’s meeting around here, anyhow.  I’ve still got time.”


“Hey!”


“Hmm?”  The two students turned in the direction of the voice, to see a familiar girl with long black hair waving and approaching them.  “Felicia?” Rick asked, presuming she’d be waiting inside.  ‘Always seemed the bookish type.’  “I’m really sorry, Rick,” she told him with a frown.  “I accidentally left your cell phone number at home, so I couldn’t call you.”  ‘No biggie,’ he thought cheerfully, ‘I left the map at home.’  “We won’t be allowed to work here.”  Rick frowned and sighed.  “Please don’t tell me Brookman decided to fire your cousin because a bookshelf wasn’t shiny enough.”


“Well, he’s made that threat before, but no.  John stopped by a few minutes ago to drop off a crate--”


“You mean that crate Mr. Shady’s dragging away now?” Trent asked, pointing.  Felicia turned around, gasped, and charged back toward the suspicious-looking man and the box with a battle cry of “Stop!” and many of its synonyms on her lips.  When Trent and Rick hurried after her, the man in shades made a quick headcount and decided to abandon the goods.  He chose the safest, most direct route, and consequently strode past an idle policeman, who made no move to stop him despite standing right next to the store.  The three students would have likely kept up the chase, were the man’s speed, and their desire to berate the policeman, not so great.  “You’ve got to be the worst cops in the entire damn country!” Felicia shouted at him.  “Nope,” the uniformed man answered, “but we’re in the running.”

“Do you have to sound so proud of that?” Rick asked, leering.  “Well, what else are we gonna be famous for?  Road blocks?”  The officer’s face then muted before lighting up with a look of realization.  Seizing his radio, he began walking off, transmitting the following message: “Captain?  Remember that talk we had earlier?  Well, have I got an answer for you!”


“So, anyway…” Trent said, leaving Officer Jim to his own devices, “I’m curious.  What happened?”


“Oh, right.  Sorry.  John dropped by with this crate, and told me Brookman decided yesterday that letting anyone other than his employees see his books was a sin against God.”


“Isn’t he an atheist?” Trent mused.  “Maybe he converted just to say that,” she shrugged.  A ringing came from the redhead’s pant pocket.  He held up a finger and walked off a little.  “In any case, we won’t be allowed to study any books in there, I’m afraid.”


“Well, that’s no good,” Rick said, frown deepening.  “We aren’t allowed any online sources, either, so what now?”  A mischievous grin crossed her face.  “We study them elsewhere.”  After a moment’s puzzlement, he smiled.  ‘Didn’t think she’d suggest something like that.’  “That’ll do nicely.  I presume delivering the crate’s our cover?”


“Bingo.”  They then turned to see Trent returning in time to hear the last bit of his end of the conversation: “--an’t be helped.  Same time next week, I guess.  See ya.”  The touch of a button ended the call.  “Well, the Games Club’s been cancelled.”

“Great,” Felicia chimed, “Then you can help us move the crate in.”


“Eh,” Trent shrugged, “Why not?  I’ll just be killing time, anyway.”


The two young men position themselves on opposite sides of the box, and prepared to lift it up, while Felicia got the door.  From his spot, Rick got a good look at the shop.  Austere, wooden, old, no windows…  He could draw from it a pretty good description of its owner.  ‘I guess he squints a lot,’ he supposed, apparently insisting on the description’s inclusion of no windows.  The crate moved in easily, suggesting there wasn’t much inside it.  Once they’d passed the doorway, the girl helped them keep bring it down near the center of the room, then locked the front door.  “Brookman always wants it this way when the shop’s closed,” she explained.  Rick observed that things were about the same inside the building, albeit with a lot of miscellaneous baubles from all over lining the shelves.  The thick layers of dust on most of it suggested another reason Brookman kept so few employees.
Thinking again of the old man, he whispered to Felicia, “So, what are the odds of Brookman stumbling in on us?”

“About zero if we keep quiet,” she whispered back, “His hearing’s terrible and he only comes out to open, close, and fire.”

“So, where are those books?” Trent asked, craning his neck around to see behind him as they moved the crate.  Rick didn’t see a single tome in the room.  “Oh, right,” Felicia suddenly recalled, “He keeps them in the backroom, where John works.  Hmm…”


“What is it?” Rick asked at the pause.  “Well,” she began, “John just asked me not to go back there when I brought in the crate.  I’d rather not, but what else can we do?”


“Right,” Trent said as the three quietly eased down the box.  “So, in we go.”

“Three teenagers going into a creepy shop’s backroom they were told not to enter,” Rick muses.  He adds, “Isn’t that the start of a bad movie?”  This got a smile from his partners in crime.


Felicia opened the door and flipped the light switch.  “There we go,” she announced cheerfully, “Books.”  Her eyes adjusted as the lights turned on and she frowned a little.  “All unsorted.”  Indeed, Brookman’s organization method had been to take his new collection and put them into a big pile on a large table.  However, ‘all’ was an overstatement; there was a small row on a shelf.  And another object off to the side of the room.  “Good a place to start as any,” Rick said, approaching the shelf.  “Let’s see…  ‘Ancient Languages and Dialects: Volumes I to IV,’ ‘Reading Ancient Greece,’ ‘Another Language of Egypt?’, ‘Sumerian Records of Atlantian Texts’…  Huh…  Wonder if they have something in common.”

“And these papers have John’s handwriting all over them,” Felicia noted.  She’d hoped the papers on the table were a listing of all the books in the room, but instead found something odd.  “It has a bunch of symbols all over it.”  She thought about the books.  “I wonder what he’s trying to translate…”


“This, maybe,” Trent suggested, approaching the white object off to the side.  He swept away the white sheet to reveal a large urn, covered with a band of strange symbols.  It seemed obvious that Trent’s guess was correct, but Felicia brought John’s paper close to it to compare the images. ( “Hmm…  Yeah, they match.  It looks like John hasn’t made much headway in deciphering them, though.  I’ve never seen anything like them before.”

“Hmm…” Rick said, approaching and leaning in for a closer look.  “I think I’ve seen some of these before, actually.”

“Oh?” Trent asked, “Where?”


“Well, these two,” he pointed, “showed up in The Quest for the Aquatic Gorge, these three,” more pointing, “are from The Journey for Tastiness, and this one,” one last poke, “showed up in The Babbling Briton of Bremen.”


“Ah, I’ve heard of those,” Felicia noted.  “But aren’t symbols in fantasy books usually made up?”


“I thought so, too,” Trent added, “Maybe some fantasy authors just slip in obscure characters from time to time.”


“That could make sense,” she replied.  “I wonder what languages use these, though…”


“Hmm…  Say, Felicia?  When is our project due again?”

“Uhh…  I think it’s the fourth, so…  Ack!  Monday.  We should get to work.”


“Right.  These books look like they’ll take a while to sort through.”


So, permitting the perplexing piece of pottery to stay where it was, Rick and Felicia got to work, sifting through the piles.  Trent helped for a bit, but stopped when he found a small book on the subject of Ancient Cultural Game Traditions.  “Hey, I just remembered we were asked to find something like this for an upcoming meeting,” he defended himself at their annoyed expressions.  The pair then decided that he wasn’t really a part of the project, anyway, so he should be free to do as he wished, and resumed their somewhat frantic page exploration.

“Found anything promising?”  Without looking up, she gave a restrained answer: “For the fiftieth time, Rick: no.”  ‘It’s really only been forty-eight,’ she corrected herself, ‘Lousy tension…  Stop making me round!’  They’d passed the better part of an hour in this fashion and were beginning to feel just a little high-strung.  Frowning, Rick turned toward their stacks of examined books, and then toward the pile they’d not yet sifted through.  ‘Looks like we’re about half-way there.  Argh…  Lousy Brookman…  And teacher, come to think of it.  Only letting us use books when the library’s out of business?  What, did he think failing us directly wasn’t subtle enough, or something?’  Mentally grumbling, he looked through several more tomes.

At that point, Trent stood up, weathered volume in hand.  “Well, it’s been fun.”  He stretched and approached the door.  “Good luck, you guys.”  The pair sighed.  “Well, at least you found what you needed,” Felicia told him.  The redhead nodded.  “Yep.  I think the group will be happy with this listing of common Senat strategies.”


“Could be interesting,” Rick agreed.  “Well, thanks for the directions again.”

“And the company,” Felicia added with a smile.  “No problem.  See you Monday.”  With that, he opened the door and began to leave.
A few moments passed in silence.  “So,” Rick began, as they’d not yet returned to work, “How do girls in this town li--”

“Whazzat?  Who’s there?  Buncha thievin’ carpetbaggers?  Or’re the rats talkin’ again?”

“Crap!” Felicia hissed, getting to her feet.  Rick joined her, looking about as worried.  Trent stumbled back toward the room, looking concerned for the first time since Rick had met him.  Behind the redhead, he also noticed that his presumption of Brookman’s appearance would have been surprisingly accurate, had he given the man nothing on top, a scraggly beard, and a cane that, judging by its aerial movements, wasn’t needed to move around.  And, despite his racing heart, all he could wonder was, ‘Does he mean ‘carpetbaggers’ as in opportunists, or is he from the South and a lot older than he looks?’  The ‘talking rats’ comment certainly lent some credence to the ‘older than he looks’ hypothesis.  His hearing hadn’t entirely gone, though, as he heard Trent’s footsteps easily enough.  “Hidin’ over there, eh, Goldbrickers?” asked the crazy old man as he turned their way, “Well, then, ya can help break in the new cane!”
“Okay,” Rick whispered after a pause, “Get to the side of the room, then run past when he comes in here.”  His fellow teens nodded their approval at the plan, Trent beginning to move toward the isolated half of the room, and Felicia joining him in moving backwards on their side.  Unfortunately, Rick’s tactic had omitted the existence of the pile of books just behind his foot, and the very, very old urn just beyond it.  So, once he felt his foot slipping behind him, his eyes widened anew in horror as cause and effect took their course.  ‘Oh, son of a--’  Crash!
“Garrah!” Brookman crowed.  It could not be determined if this was in triumph at having certainly found his quarry, agony at the loss of one of the few things possibly older than himself, or a blending of the two.  Rick, a little dazed from the fall and collision, turned to Felicia as she helped him up.  Her expression impressively conveyed both, “Thanks for trying,” and “Thanks for screwing up.”  ‘Great…  Now we get to go down for criminal charges.  This isn’t fair…  No story I’ve ever read ends this way!’  Incidentally, neither would this one.  ‘I feel really bad for getting Trent involved, too.’  The redhead’s eyes were wide, and his usual confidence had been replaced by a ghostly pallor.  ‘Poor Trent,’ Felicia joined him in thinking.  ‘I never even thought he could look so pale…’  She then made an important observation.  ‘Wait a minute.  The whole room’s looking pale!’  Indeed, there then appeared to be a white light shining in the room, putting to shame the light bulb attached to the ceiling.  Rick noticed this as well.  ‘But where…  Whoa!’
Looking behind him, it became obvious where the light was coming from: the shards of the recently whole antique.  The glow seemed to spread to the backroom’s floor, on which he and Felicia crouched.  ‘This is always what happens, isn’t it,’ he noted.  ‘People are trapped on something strange and mystical, but they’re too stunned to move until it’s too late.’  It took him a moment to catch the irony.  ‘Dah!  Rick, you idiot!  If you understand the situation enough to narrate it to yourself, then make yours the exception to the rule!’  He glanced up again and saw that the ambivalent expression on Felicia’s face had given way to an understandable look of shock.  Things like this did not happen.  They could not happen.  Everyone in the room, to varying degrees, believed science might not yet provide a satisfactory explanation of everything, but surely it wouldn’t be this far off the mark.  The feeling of awe and astonishment was palpa—
“Ha!  Gotcha, ya indolent halfwits!”  And then, of course, Brookman had to impose himself over the narrative and bring the students back to Rick and Felicia’s more pressing concern.  Or what would be their more pressing concern for a few moments more.  Because the floor beneath them suddenly felt a bit less… firm.  And all things in the room seemed a tad higher than they remembered.  ‘What the hell are you waiting for?  Go, go!’ Rick urged himself, grabbing hold of Felicia and trying to force the two of them behind the eerie material’s perimeter.  Unfortunately, the sudden force this required he push into the ground proved to be the final straw, and felt a bit like sticking his foot through a floor of paper.  Instead of sinking gradually as they had been, they were now scrambling for something to grab onto and finding nothing.

As they plummeted, screaming and squinting into the great bright white beyond, they received a stream of anxious, deranged words behind them, as if a comforting tether to the place they seemed to be leaving.  “No way out now, ya blue collar jackana--  What in the name o’ Bitsie’s goin’ on in here!  One o’ you confanglers broke a glow wand o’er there, di’incha?  Well, if ya think I’m gonna let tha cops haul ya off without cleanin’ that up, ya’ve got another thing comin’!  It’s been a while, but I can still learn ya like I did the dagblasted Armenians in the Great War!  Or the Germans!  Kaiser didn’t know what hit ‘em!  Same fer half the platoon!  No friendly fire!  Ha!  Now that’s what I call a guideline!”
All too soon, however, the words of the dishonorably discharged veteran -- who, to be clear, in no way, shape or form represents the fine men who fought for their country -- grew inaudible to the duo, as they continued their descent.  Its disappearance left them with the realization that they were falling without a parachute.  They also realized just how much wind was chaotically blowing around them.  ‘Grab onto her!’ Rick shouted at himself.  ‘It won’t be long before the winds start pushing you two apart!’  He extended his hand, to find her just out of reach.  “Felicia!  Grab my hand!”  With the wind blowing as hard as it was, he might have whispered for all the difference it made.  Fortunately, she was intelligent enough to understand his meaning and so reached forward with her own hand.

Unfortunately, as their fingertips neared, Rick’s thoughts proved prophetic and a sudden shift in the wind blew the two away from each other.  The familiarity of watching her slip away unnerved him, just as his knowledge of what was about to happen moments ago had done.  ‘I read too much fantasy.’  The decidedly mundane thought, given the context, was probably what bewildered him most of all.  He’d experienced a number of these events vicariously, but surely that wouldn’t be enough to remove all the wonder of such fantastical scenarios.

Well, if ‘the wonder’ of falling from an incredible height could be measured by heart rate, it must have been some small comfort for Rick to experience no meaningful reduction in wonder.  A major reduction in consciousness was forthcoming, however, as the all-encompassing bright light seemed to dim ever so gradually.  ‘Going under…  Wonder where I’ll be when I wake up…’  Despite the circumstances, he wasn’t terrified of what was happening.  In every single instance of such an extreme fall or mysterious transportation he had ever read, death was never a direct consequence.  ‘Worse case scenario: things look exactly the same when I wake up…  Falling through an endless sky doesn’t sound like fun…’  After a moment, he changed his mind; it would probably be a slightly less cheery prospect to awaken in a fiery abyss surrounded by scaled, pitchfork-wielding psychopaths, motivated only to sharpen their many tools and unearth others with which to introduce as much suffering as possible to his life, before finally taking it from him.

Regardless, it was out of his hands.  Still, the relative calm was a little disconcerting.  ‘I hope Felicia’s going to be alright…’  As darkness finally embraced him in full, Rick looked on the bright side that seemed to present itself: ‘At least I’m not bored anymore.’(

“Boooooored!” Prince Falan announced to the world, as he briefly paused in his march through the corridors.  Rather than wait for something to alleviate those feelings, however, he decided to be proactive about it.  So, he made his way as quickly as he could to the balcony that overlooked the army’s training grounds.  “Attention, everybody!” he exclaimed.  A few heads turned his way.  Falan considered this a grand achievement and soldiered on.  “I have decided to attack Terrata.”  He paused a moment for this to sink in.  Several heads turned away.

“Attacking Terrata?” asked a voice behind him, “That’s… kind of dumb.”
“Oh?” he asked, turning with a frown to the purple-haired woman that seemed to always be behind him whenever he did anything important.  “And what makes you say that, Phalker?”

“Probably just that Terrata has one of the finest military reputations in the world and we,” she gestured toward the seven, maybe eight, commoners milling about the courtyard, “don’t have an army.”  He blinked in reply.  “What?”  She sighed.  “Don’t you ever look over the reports I give you?”
“Well, if most of them were about interesting, important things like that instead of everything I never wanted to know about last decade’s wheat yield or, twenty pages on what the blacksmith guild thinks about making horseshoes with a tiny amount of cornmeal thrown in…”

“As a successful ruler, I assumed you wanted to be informed about everything that happens in your princedom.”

“Labels wouldn’t hurt.  And would you stop calling it that…”
“I merely name it as your subjects do.  After all, it’s tradition that goes back 326 years, when King Hugo the Mad decl--”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Falan groaned, “‘The title ‘king’ is not to be received until the 12th anniversary of the former ruler’s death.’  It’s nice to see Hugo earned his nickname, but I can’t understand why everyone keeps sticking with it.”

“Old traditions take time to fade.  You should just be thankful you didn’t have to bray like a donkey at your coronation.”  Phalker began to elaborate at his perplexed expression, but he held up a hand to stop her.  “No, no,” he explained, “I’ve had enough of your Fun Gerrinian Trivia for today.  I’m sure it’s a juicy tale, but I really, really don’t want to know.”
Odd as it may seem in retrospect, that custom was actually not too unusual.  Most kingdoms in the world had, for a somewhat early period, required their monarchs to roar, squeal, howl, or make another appropriate animal noise at the coronation ceremony.  It was certainly an odd feature, and one no longer in practice.  Historians have yet to stumble upon its origins, though they theorize it was used as a way to keep anyone with entirely too much pride from taking the throne.  However, no headway was made in figuring out why there was no overlap in animals chosen for this ritual.  Incidentally, Garinia had been one of the last nations to give up the tradition.  This forged the lasting belief in most people that the country’s people were as stubborn as could be, epitomized in the old saying, “Garinians are too mule-headed to give up their bray.”  Once it was decided to be a fairly stupid saying, it, like many others, fell out of practice.
“Anyway, I want you to get to work.  Get me all the information we need to get the war rolling.”

She shrugged.  “As you wish, but I still can’t say I recommend it.”

Three months had passed since then.  Prince Falan looked out over his army’s practicing.  ‘Well, it’s nothing too fancy, but pretty good, considering it’s been built up from scratch.’  And what scratch it had been.  There had been a great many calamitous days and accidents in the early going.  Not the least of which was the ‘Grasp the hilt, swing with the blade’ correction he had to make.  He had assumed common sense would prevail in that and other incidents and, consequently, had a force of about half as many men as he had started with.  Afterwards, he felt compelled to hold their hands for a while, during which training casualties dropped considerably.
There were times when he’d faltered in his decision to attack.  Times he’d wondered if attacking Terrata on a whim was really the wisest course of action.  However, when he saw his men picking up the basic fundamentals of war, Falan felt a sense of…  Well, not ‘pride,’ certainly, but at least a sense that he wasn’t throwing away his time with them.  The pride came from the realization that demon summoning books were hidden in the castle library.  Initially, he might have felt that raising one’s own army would have to be more fulfilling than summoning someone else’s.  Two short months with a still shrinking army had taught him to laugh at that notion, and the lower chambers soon became covered with arcane circles, and rang out with the pitter patter of demonic feet.  Or, in some cases, the squishy sounds of oozes.

Phalker had at first cautioned against this, but let it proceed when she saw the Prince’s foresight.  He made sure to place a special rune on each creature he summoned.  Should they dare oppose him, a mere thought would send them back down below.  The gulf between the human and demon numbers was still shrinking, but at a much slower pace.  Part of this was that the demons, under orders, were helping to train the humans in the fine art of not killing themselves before their enemy had a chance.  However, it was mainly because Falan had run out of paint for summoning circles, ending the demonic influx.  He still had a fair amount, of course, but, as the ‘cooperation runes’ he’d installed demonstrated, he was a man who thought ahead, at least a little.  The youth understood that the ink could be used for other magical purposes, and that he might regret blowing it all on the demons.
“Prince Falan,” Phalker said, approaching him from behind.  He turned to face his self-appointed shadow.  “Have anything important, Phalker?”
“Well, just a few matters of morale.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.  Apparently, the soldiers are getting a little depressed.”

“Depressed?”  He was confused.  “About what?  Haven’t I given them the best armor and weaponry you suggested?  They certainly can’t be disappointed in the pay; the demons will be doing most of the wo…”  Falan paused and sighed.  “Don’t tell me the demons are starting to bother them again…”
“Actually, no.  They’ve become good friends with most of the demons.  A few soldiers have even taken some globs as pets.”

“So, what is it, then?”

“Well…  The uniform.”

“…  What?”

“Well, it’s just the whole ‘darkness’ motif.  It’s making them feel a little sad.”

“You are not going to tell me no other nation in all of this world’s history has ever used black in their uniforms.”

“Very well.”

“…  You’re joking.”

“Well, yes.  But the thing is…  Every time a nation has gone the way of the darkness and summoned hordes of demons, their leader always turns into some sort of Dark Lord and tries to take over the world.  Then some heroes emerge and strike them down.  In fact, almost all the modern nations rose from the ashes of those scenarios.”

“Oh, come on.  I’m not going to become some hackneyed ‘Fwua ha ha ha, the world will soon be mine’ type idiot.”

“You did decide to attack Terrata out of boredom.”

“Phalker, Tyrno declared war on its neighbor six times last month because of an argument their ancestors had several centuries ago over whether something was aqua or cyan.  I think ‘boredom’ is par for the course.  Besides that, I know not to eat off more than I can chew and I’m not going to dress like a weirdo.”

“And the giant black mantle and cloak you refuse to go without?”

“Hey, winter’s coming and it’s cold.  These are for comfort.  …  That I realized they were for comfort at around the same time I started summoning demons is purely coincidental.”  She frowned and stared.(
“Alright.  Keep the maniacal laughter to a minimum and everything should be fine.”
“Right.  So, anything else to report?”

“Well, your army’s women aren’t too pleased with the dress code.”

“Oh?  Not too pleased with the steel bustier?”
“I’m afraid not.”

“…  And how went the proposal for skintight leather uniforms that leave little to the imagination?”

“About as well as I told you it would be.”

“Hmm…  Alright.  Get to work on a more appealing alternative, so we can start making it.  How long before we can push out?”
“Even with this little setback, we should be able to move within the week.”

 “Nice to hear it.  If anything else comes up, bring it straight to me.”

“Of course, Prince Falan.”

The ruler left the room with a spring in his step, probably off to the library.  Phalker lingered behind, musing to herself.  ‘Hmm…  Garinia definitely hasn’t seen a ruler like him before.  Then again, considering his origins, I guess that’s to be expected.  As long as no more Dark Lord mannerisms come up, things should be fine.  Even with the demons, we don’t stand a chance against Terrata, but maybe this will be for the best.  If he channels all that enthusiasm elsewhere after we lose, it could turn out to be good for the country.’  She smiled a little, and then set to work on the female officer uniforms.

Rick walked along a beach, dizzy, but alive.  ‘Knew it,’ he told himself.  ‘Every time some weird portal-thing opens in the real world, it draws people into another one.  The strange white place was a little out of the ordinary, but it’s nice to know nothing too strange happened.’  He stopped.  ‘Okay.  Now I don’t think waking up in another world is particularly out of the ordinary.  When I get back home,’ and he seemed to have very little doubt of this, ‘I really need to cut down on the fantasy.’
He had woken up lying face down in the sand.  The initial student instinct to go right back to sleep surfaced, but a small inflow of cold ocean water helped him overcome it.  Since then, he’d shivered and wandered around, looking for some sort of shelter.  ‘I guess I really can’t complain.  I’d always hoped something like this would happen.  But…’  About twenty minutes before, the young man had decided to test a theory he’d been formulating for the past hour and carved a star onto a familiar-looking tree with a pointy rock.  Sure enough, the same star drifted into view.  He stared at it, dropped to his knees.  Rick balled his fists and clenched his teeth.  “… Since when does the hero get dropped off on an island!”  The frustrated student walked over to a tree on its side and used it as a bench.  ‘Yeah, calling myself ‘the hero’ might be a little presumptuous, but come on!  About twenty minutes makes a complete lap!  This is a ridiculously tiny rock!’
He then wondered why he hadn’t noticed all the turns he was making, and shook his head.  ‘Guess I’m more disoriented than I thought…’  Despairing a little, he noticed his stomach growling and spotted a banana tree.  ‘I won’t starve, at least.’  He glanced to the side as he approached it and caught another look at the monkey-like creatures he’d been seeing.  ‘No,’ he corrected, recalling them from old zoo visits, ‘the monkeys I’ve been seeing.’  It then occurred to him that relatively few fantasy books included too many non-fantastical animals.  The youth shrugged at this realization and returned to his seat with the banana.  After a bite, he again looked on the bright side, “It could have been worse.  In some books, the hero becomes an animal the instant they arrive.  No clue how things would be if I’d woken up like that.”  He thought a moment, then chuckled.  “Well, I know one way: I probably wouldn’t be talking to myself.  Or commenting on that.”
Some might have grown depressed at the realization that there was nobody around to react to their sense of humor, whether with snickers or torches and pitchforks.  And Rick certainly felt a twinge of that.  However, he had decided the instant the white portal swallowed him that situations in a stereotypical world of fantasy were going to arise.  As such, he believed things were bound to go a certain way, perhaps fraught with old people calling him, “the chosen one,” or some derivative of that title, a dragon or two, and, ultimately, a reasonably satisfying ending.  So, depression wasn’t likely to get to him.
However, it did raise other implications.  Felicia, for example.  If things worked out the way he expected, the two were destined to fall in love and share the ‘happily ever after’ that no doubt awaited them.  Which would have been fine with him, really; she was smart, funny, clearly adventurous – he wouldn’t be in such an unordinary scenario without her, after all – and easy on the eyes, all qualities he thought he wanted.  But Rick held a few misgivings on the whole ‘free will’ thing.  Sure, the end result would be very nice, but he wanted to feel as though he had some element of control in his love life.

After a few minutes of this, his stomach grumbled again and he went back to his fruit.  ‘First things first.  You can worry about things like that later.’  From his position, he could see something than water off in the distance.  The young man had also seen it during one of his laps, and it served as a great comfort; he believed he was going to have to get himself off the island, and would rather not set sail on a beta version ship of his own in a random direction with no navigational skills and hope for the best.  Even in the most outrageous books he’d read, that level of fantasy was pushing it.

Rick swallowed the last of his banana.  ‘Alright, Rick, think back.’  For the moment, he addressed himself in the third person.  ‘When they were teaching you about buoyancy when you were little, what did your model ship teach you?’  A moment of recollection summoned a depressed sigh.  ‘That I can’t build boats worth crap.’  While everyone else in the class managed to at least keep their vessels afloat for a second or two, breaking the water tension didn’t even seem to slow his project down on its trip to the bottom.  The only reason he hadn’t failed was that his teacher had suspected such a thing wasn’t physically possible.

‘Eh.  I’m sure I can do better now.  It’s just a matter of thinking it through and practicing a bit.’  Rick looked up and to the right, noticing that the sun had nearly set.  He yawned and noticed he was quite a bit more tired than he had realized.  ‘It was only mid-afternoon when we went to Brookman’s.  Even with however much rest I got on the beach, I guess dimensional travel really takes a lot out of you.’  Standing and stretching, the student grabbed a few more bananas and headed for the one part of the island he’d yet to explore: the interior.
Rick began to think there might have been a good reason for this, as he danced around the piles of feces scattered about.  It was difficult to tell with the vanishing light, but the island’s features seemed to match what he’d come to expect of such isolated dots in the ocean pretty well: trees with grass at their base, sand almost everywhere else.  And, of course, a cave around the middle of the island.  ‘Please don’t let anything more carnivorous than the monkeys live in here…’ he quietly asked.  A slight twinge on his left arm caught his attention, and a soft smack rang through the island’s quiet.  ‘And please let it be less carnivorous than the insects,’ he added, glaring at the umpteenth crumpled mosquito.
Fortunately, the shallow cave was unoccupied, and its mouth faced the east, giving Rick some light in the morning.  Not that he woke until a little past noon, of course; the sun’s rays were but a small rebellion and, with no water to aid them, his student sleeping habits enjoyed their dictatorship to the fullest extent.  However, the cavalry soon enough came in the form of a poking sensation in the small of the back, crushing the regime and waking the young man.  “Whuzzah--?” he asked, turning to squint at the figure near the cave’s entrance.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” the man asked, unwilling to give the youth the ‘five more minutes’ he desperately wanted.  “Uhh…  Rick Thompson.”  The youth began to stand.  “I just… landed here by mistake last night.”

“Hmm…” the stranger mused.  ‘An unfamiliar surname…  Not sure about the story, either.’  “Where do you hail from, stranger?”
“I…”  Around then, his brain began working well enough to realize that he was in the middle of an incredibly clichéd conversation.  ‘Aww…  I’ve read about this kind of situation so many times!  And now I get to take part in it when I’m too short on time to come up with anything clever…’  “I hail from…”  Rick yawned to cover up the pause of hesitance.  ‘…  You’ve got nothing better.  Just go ahead and say it.’  “… the land of Palentine.”  It actually sounded reasonably like the name of a fantasy nation, but the idea of calling a city one’s homeland had simply been done to death in such works.
“Never heard of it.  Is it far?”
“Yeah.  It’s so far away that… uhh… clearly not even our ships can reach these lands.”  Rick had learned some time before that lying was generally a poor move in most fantasy worlds; in some, there was a curse involved, and in others certain people could simply detect any falsehoods.  So, as somewhat misleading statements seemed to carry no similar concerns, the student resolved to choose his words with some care until he learned more about the world’s lore.

“Mmm-hmm…” the stranger said, studying the boy.  ‘Something very suspicious about him…  I’ve never even heard tales of such attire.’  The man’s gut told him to take what he needed from the cave and return home without the young man.  However, he knew that when he told the village elder – and he couldn’t omit something like this – another group would be sent to pick up the youth.  So, he might as well act efficiently.  “Very well.  I take it you want to reach the mainland?”
“Yeah, I’d appreciate a ride.”

“Alright, then.  Help me gather what I came here for, and then I’ll let you come along.”

“Can do,” Rick said with a smile.  ‘Well, this is a lucky break,’ the brown-haired youth observed, ‘Now, all I have to worry about is finding Felicia and figuring out whatever quest or important thing we’re supposed to do.  Things should be fun and easy from here on out!’(
‘…  Okay…  This is really easy, but…’  Rick was balancing on one foot with a red circle on his left cheek, a blue triangle on his right, and a green star on his forehead.  He was glaring ahead as a small circle of elderly men in black robes hopped around him.  After a few hops, they suddenly paused and shouted, “Woop-woop!”  The student sighed.  “Swivel,” he answered, as he switched to his other foot.  The hopping and wooping repeated.  “Uhh…  Defenestrate.”
“Hold it, hold it!”  Rick turned blearily toward the audience beyond the circle.  “What now?” he asked tersely.

“That’s not a word!  You can’t just go making things up just because you can’t think of another word to answer with!  Defenestrate…  Hah!”

“But it is a word.”

“Oh, yeah?  What’s it mean, then?”

“To throw out of a window.”

“Ha!  Prove it?”

“…  How?  Nobody here seems to know what a dictionary is.”  Ironically, ‘dictionary’ had been the first word called into question.  “And y’know what?  This whole thing is a sham.  You challenge every fifth word I give out, someone else in the audience eventually points out that I’m right, and then we have to start over again.  We’ve been doing this for about an hour!”  ‘No sense badmouthing their custom of ritual dance and silly word exclamations.  …  Much as I really, really want to.’
“Indeed,” agreed the man who had brought Rick to the village.  “Despite your attempts, he did not quit before this, his forty-fifth attempt.  Thus, he has earned admittance into the elder’s home.”  The recently initiated blinked.    He put both legs back on the ground – after interruption #3’s declaration that the word was irrelevant as he’d dropped his leg and needed to start again, he wasn’t about to take chances – and turned.  “…  That’s it?”

“Yes.  Such is the way of our village.”  Rick’s response was to open his mouth.  Upon realizing that nothing he said would help his situation, he politely closed it and nodded.  The man entered a smallish wooden building to alert the elder.  After a few moments, he stepped back out.  “Enter, Rick of Palentine.”  The circle of old people dispersed in a surprisingly dignified a manner, given all the earlier wooping.  ‘Well, that was a pain.  But, off the top of my head, I can’t think of a single successful hero who didn’t get his start from the first remotely esteemed old guy he ran into.  So, even if he doesn’t blurt out the entirety of my quest, I’ll at least get a pointer or two.’
As Rick proceeded into the hut, he felt a hand touch his shoulder.  The man who’d brought him to the village whispered into his ear.  “Stranger, know that if you touch a hair on our elder’s head, I shall remove yours.”  The hand left the boy’s shoulder and its owner leaned against the building’s wall.  The youth turned toward him after a moment’s thought.  “My hair, or my head?”
“Your…  Your head,” came the answer, a tad shakier than usual.  “Ah.”  A pause.  “That’s really not a very good threat,” he concluded before entering the elder’s home, leaving the man – who apparently fulfilled the duties of island item fetcher, hut entry ritual master, and guard of the elder’s hut – with a puzzled expression.

“Ah, welcome, stranger,” the old woman inside greeted him.  Rick was confused, and wondered what had confounded him for a moment.  ‘So, almost all old men guides you’ve read about have been “elders,” and all the old women guides have been things like “wise women”.  It’s not like this changes anything.’  He coughed.  “Thank you for allowing me into your… home.”  He’d considered adding the adjective ‘beautiful,’ but decided against it, what with his concern about telling only the whole or half truth.  It wasn’t that the one-room home was hideous, but it was just too plain to warrant any special mentioning.  The only objects were the furry mat on which she probably slept, a few jars and containers in the corner, and a stone somewhat behind the woman.  The stone actually was a little interesting.  It was perfectly spherical, and seemed to have had some intricate symbols carved into it.  ‘It’s probably had some magic woven into it,’ he decided.
“Oh, that’s no trouble,” she answered, bringing her back to his attention.  “I trust the ritual wasn’t too bothersome.  I know it’s silly, but it’s the best way I’ve found to filter out those unworthy of destiny.”  ‘Bingo.  Already talking about…  Wait a minute…’
“Err…  And how exactly is it best?  It seems like anyone willing to…”  Rick trailed off as the answer came to him.  ‘Oh.  So, this universe abides by the principle of determination leading to one’s place in destiny.’  It was an occurrence that always bothered him: those with the strongest inclination toward self-determination were the most likely to have their ends determined by something else?  As though fate looked over those most likely to oppose it and drafted them to its team.  While Rick certainly wasn’t happy about being in the fated person’s position, he consoled himself with the knowledge that, half the time, such stories ended with the hero proving destiny wrong, physically killing the Fates, or finding some such definitively impossible way to victory.
“Yes, that’s it,” she told him cheerily, presuming the only thing he’d been thinking about was how such a ridiculous stunt would be good enough.  “Only those with enough humility to perform in that ridiculous behavior are worth considering, and only then if they’re willing to put up with such a seemingly endless string of repetitions.  Clever, don’t you think?”

“Uhh…  It is pretty clever, yeah,” he agreed.  ‘I thought so the first time I read it,’ he reasoned, ‘So, it’s not really a lie.’  “Splendid!  Now, then.  Before I can determine if you’re truly fit for the destiny of the Swinish Soul, I need a demonstration.”

“The…  Swinish Soul?”

“Agreed.  I can’t give any details, of course, but I need to see what abilities you have before I’ll know whether you really fit the bill.  If you do, we’ll move on from there.”  It then occurred to him that the old lady seemed to have assumed, having only been told that he was from a distant land and had washed up on a nearby island, that he was trying to ‘qualify’ for a destiny.  “Umm…  Sorry, elder, but…  Uhh…  What makes you so sure I’m trying to be found worthy of a destiny?”
She furrowed her brow at him and seemed much confused.  A look of realization then crossed her face and she chuckled.  “Oh, don’t be silly, young man.  The only reason anyone would ever wash up on the Island of Destiny is if they were trying to, for the purposes of meeting the criteria.”  He stared.  “That is a good joke, though,” she added, “Most are so serious about this.  It’s very nice to see.  But now is not the time for that.  If you truly are going to fulfill the prophecy, you’ll need to get started at once.  So, again, might I have your demonstration?”

Rick stared some more.  ‘…  Alright.  Well, this is… a little crazier than any other “elder encounter” I’ve ever read about before.  But, even if I don’t like the sound of that name, I’d better come up with something.  She probably won’t tell me anything if I don’t.’  So, the student took a breath.  “Alright,” he told her, “Here comes my demonstration.”

Meanwhile, outside the hut, Rick’s heckler was frowning and kicking a small stone.  ‘Nobody’s given up before forty-five or tried to kill me in a month!  How’m I supposed to get my commission if everyone keeps satisfying the prophecy?’  Which wasn’t to say he wanted everybody to fail; though he’d never heard anything about it other than its testing and its name, he knew the destiny of the Swinish Soul was an incredibly important one.  It had to be, after all.  Why else would people from all across the land voluntarily crash their ships near the island in the vain hope of surviving to meet the prerequisites?  Stupidity was a distinct possibility, but one he and everyone else in the village always shook away.
He looked up and noticed that he had kicked his rock some ways into the forest.  ‘I should head back.  …  Oh, one more.’  So, he launched the pebble one last time and then turned back toward the village.  He felt particularly good about how hard he’d kicked it on the last shot.  He wouldn’t feel quite as good in a few moments.

This was because the stone happened to land upon a large, sleeping beast.  A boar, as it happened.  The creature squealed in alarm, and turned in the attack’s direction of origin.  Though the villager was out of sight, the creature knew something had hurt it from that direction.  So, its ferocity ignited, it rose with a grunt, pawed the ground with a cloven hoof, and then let loose a fearsome squeal as it charged toward the village.
“What’s that?” Rick asked, looking upward in surprise.  The elder joined his surprised expression.  “Yes!” he announced, extending a hand toward her head.  “I think there’s a silver piece behind your ear!” he exclaimed, producing a quarter.  “Oh,” she answered, almost sounding put-out.  “Conjuring money.  Well, I suppose it fits.  Most do nicer things, though, like flashy sword techniques, or at least a fireball.”
“Err…” he answered, not entirely sure how to respond, “It’s… a pretty shiny silver piece…”

The door then swung open, nearly pegging the student’s back, as the guard entered, looking rather vehement.  “You!” he cried, reaching for his dagger, “How dare you briefly make contact with the hair by the elder’s right ear!  Did you think my threat was a bluff?”

“How the hell could you even know that?” Rick demanded, heart beginning to race, in response to the announcement of his barely succeeding and the announcement of his execution right on its heels.  “Fool!  The dead have no need to know of the sacred hair awareness rituals of our people!”
“Gereng, please,” the elder said with a sigh, as though highly accustomed to such incidents, “Though his manner was a little boring, he met the criteria like all the others.”

“All the others?” Rick asked, putting particular emphasis on the first word.

“But such a worm could never be the chosen one!” Gereng went on, ignoring the student he’d apparently decided not to kill immediately.  “This man is a dog!  He deserves to be cut d-  …  What is that?”
“What?” Rick asked.  “A… large mass of bristly hair is moving very swiftly in this direction.  It…!  Elder!  Come with me!”  The guard apparently decided giving her a moment to comply was overrated, forcibly picking her up and rushing out of the house.  The student decided that conforming, in that situation, was the best thing he could do, and thus hurried out after the two.

They rushed some distance from the hut before turning around, to see that, indeed, a large mass of bristly hair, in the shape of a wild boar, was hurtling out of the forest.  Moments later, it careened into the elder’s home, reducing it to splinters and small pieces of wood, but slowed.  As it fiercely shook its head, attempting to disengage the piece of board that had become lodged in its tusks, all the villagers stopped what they were doing to stare in alarm.  The elder, however, had her eyes set on Rick.  ‘Now, this is more like I was expecting.  Kind of a close shave, but this definitely gives me some confidence.  Looks a little… surprised, though.’  And indeed he did.  When he had been rudely awakened, the student didn’t know what he had expected that day, but knew watching a house he’d recently visited reduced to sawdust certainly wasn’t in the running.
Finally, the monstrous animal shook off the wood that had obstructed its vision, and looked about for something else to charge at.  It quickly decided on the small group into which Gereng, Rick, the elder, and several others had gathered.  Had it been capable of speech, knowledgeable of bowling, and intelligent enough to grasp the concept of metaphor, it would likely have told them, “Thanks for the easy strike!”  As it wasn’t, the beast merely let loose a horrifying squeal as its quarry slowly backed away.  It occurred to everybody that giving the creature more room to build up speed wasn’t the wisest move, but, given their mindset, approaching it would have seemed just as bad a tactical decision.
The boar snorted at them and began to paw the ground again.  Rick noticed Gereng glaring at him and knew that mere survival wouldn’t quite cut it.  Or, rather, it would; the man seemed all too eager to see his head removed.  Somehow, he needed to stop the creature.  ‘Great…  Yeah, this is fair.  I’m weaker than an average person – especially in this world, I’ll bet – I’m unarmed, and I don’t know any magic.  How the hell am I supposed to do this?’  With another fierce squeal, the monster charged.  ‘Damn!  I don’t even have time to think about this!  I doubt I’d come up with anything, but I’d have liked being able to try!’
It was a fairly chilly day, so Rick hadn’t supposed there would be any sweating.  However, he could easily feel the drops dripping down his face, and almost smell them, as well.  The sky had been overcast, but the ominous quality this suggested Rick had attributed to his meeting with the elder.  The odd bird he’d heard chirping earlier gave a brief period of silence to the event, adding to the drama.  He then noticed that there were, indeed, quite a lot of people standing behind him.  ‘And what the hell is wrong with these people?  They’re not even trying to run away!  This isn’t some black clad evil knight offering them subjugation or death!  There’d be some meaning in that, but this is a wild boar!  A wild boar… that… seems to be taking its sweet time getting over here.’
Indeed, the creature was moving ridiculously slowly; it had scarcely moved.  Rick tried to turn his head around to look at those behind him, but found the turn also taking much longer than it should.  ‘What…  What’s happening?’  Again looking at the boar, he could make out just how much muscle the beast possessed.  With sharper eyes, he believed he could make out the subtle movements of even its individual bristles.  The scar-coated snout, the fierce eyes, and the gleaming tusks…  Together, they lent the creature a demonic aspect, and made the student realize he was facing a creature fresh from the gates of hell.  Fortunately, he also made an important observation at that moment.

‘Oh!  Of course!  Whenever the situation’s as desperate as this, the action always slows down so the author can fill the book with huge, in-depth descriptions of what’s going on!  It’s like saying, “Brevity is the soul of wit, my ass!”  Ha!’  Rick began to smile, but stopped when he realized how long it would take to wait for that.  ‘More importantly, it gives the characters a chance to notice something or come up with a plan they never could otherwise.  I always thought it was such a hack way of dealing with things, but I’d be dead if it hadn’t kicked in for me.’  Death was, of course, still a distinct possibility for the young man.  Well aware of this, and not wanting to take so long he was abandoned by the unexpected act of mercy, he resolved to act quickly.  Taking a deep breath – mentally, of course, lest the boar close the distance before he finished – he began thinking about how to extricate himself.  And very quickly reached an answer.
‘In desperate situations like these…  Generally, people gets saved by somebody else…’  Rick didn’t think Gereng would be fast enough to stop the attack in time, and didn’t even think he could take the creature down with just a knife.  And, since the odds of somebody else showing up out of the blue were…  Well, unknown, he decided to cross that off the list.  ‘… or…  They somehow save themselves.’  A mental frown.  ‘It’s risky.  …  No, it’s not.  If time wasn’t going a mile an eon, then maybe, but I’m fine at the moment.  Even if someone shows up in the nick of time, the worst that can happen is I wind up looking stupid.  So…  What’s the most common form this takes in fantasy?’  He decided soon enough.
Rick began to lift his arms, and soon noticed that he did so far more quickly than he had tried to turn a moment ago.  The boar had sped up significantly as well.  ‘No clue if this is because I found the solution, or if I’m just in time, but that hardly matters.’  After lifting his hands to about chest level, he thrust them palm-first toward the beast and closed his eyes.  ‘Please work, please work, please work…’
A jolt shot through his body as a loud smack rang through the village.  Hesitantly, Rick opened his eyes.  The boar had stopped.  It had apparently collided with something a mere foot in front of the youth’s still outstretched hands.  The something, unless his eyes deceived him, was a flat translucent, blue object, resembling an irregularly shaped piece of glass.  As he wondered at it, it faded away.  “I…  I guess I did it,” he said aloud.  After a silence, a cheer went up from the villagers, a grunt of grudging respect from Gereng, and a chuckle with a pat on the back from the elder.

The old woman then walked beside him and pulled him back a little from the group of villagers, giving him some space.  As they continued to cheer and give him so many grateful looks, Rick blushed, smiled, and waved sheepishly, unused to such attention.  The elder allowed the applause and cheering to go on a bit more before she motioned for them to quiet down a bit.  “And so you have seen!  Rick of Palentine has proven himself worthy of destiny, despite all who doubted his youthful appearance!”  Nobody bothered to point out that, because they received at least a dozen people ‘worthy of destiny’ every month, all of whom passed, they really had no reason to believe anybody who visited the elder would be rejected.  “Indeed, I believe Rick is the most worthy individual I have seen to fulfill the prophecy of the Swinish Soul!”
The student winced at this declaration.  ‘I still have a bad feeling about that name…  But I guess it couldn’t be too bad.  And I’d definitely take it over letting that boar have its way.’  “And, further, it is my greatest joy to announce that Rick of Palentine is also… the Pane Master!”
Rick stared as a greater cheer went up amongst everybody.  ‘…  What?’(
“Okay, I hurt the boar pretty badly, so I can sort of see it.”  For a bit of a private talk, Rick and the elder had retreated to her hut.  Or the ruins thereof, rather; all the villagers were politely preparing a great feast out of earshot.  “But ‘Pain Master’ just seems like an overstatement.”
“Hmm…?” the old woman asked, leaning her head to one side.  ‘Oh.  Is that a pun?  Hmm…  I’ll have to remember to never allow one spoken of in destiny to entertain me; fate’s clearly got lousy taste in comedy.  Better humor him, though.’  “Oh, ha ha ha ha!  A good one, Pane Master!  Yes, very good!”  Rick raised an eyebrow at the unconvincing laughter.  “Umm…  What?”

Her false mirth faded, as confusion settled in.  “Err…  Terribly sorry, Pane Master.  The Palentine sense of comedy must be different from ours.  I thought you were making a joke.”

“…  How?  I just wanted to know what being ‘Pain Master’ has to do with… summoning weird blue things in the nick of time.”

“I…  Last time I checked, everything in the world,” she answered, a highly perplexed frown on her face.  “Granted, the ‘nick of time’ bit was your own showmanship shining through, but calling pieces of the Great Pane is the principle power the Pane Master is said to wield.”

“Pieces of the Great Pain?”  ‘Hmm…  This is new.  …  I… guess a Pain Master just… taps into some large cosmic reserve of… pain, and then… alters the universe to deliver a piece of it where it’s needed?  Kind of a dumb-sounding explanation, but I’ve definitely heard worse.  I mean, what explanation could make more sense than that?’
Possibly the true one.  The concept of a ‘Great Pane’ is part of an ancient, lost magic.  Like most such magics, the reasons for its becoming lost are not widely known, and will likely not be touched upon.  In any case, the Pursuit of the Great Pane is treated more as a philosophy at the present time, focusing principally on study, deep meditation, and discussion with one’s peers in an isolated monastery.  At least a few secrets of the universe are unraveled by those who participate.  These individuals then cite one of these secrets as the reason for not writing them down, giving them a rather spiteful reputation among most of the world.
However, while they view the Great Pane as a metaphor for enlightenment, the object in fact has a more literal meaning.  So the legend goes, a number of highly skilled mages, nigh fanatically devoted to their gods got together to form a monument.  They constructed a titanic cathedral fitting for the great beings, and filled it from top to bottom with the greatest splendors their arts could produce.  After many years of sore throats from chanting, fingers worked to the bone from rune tracing, and arms on the verge of falling apart from waving, the great mages looked back at their achievement.  While they believed nothing would ever be worthy of the deities they adored, they deemed it as fitting a tribute as they could offer, so offer it they did.

“Well, this is quite nice,” one god claimed.  “Oh, yes,” agreed another.  “Certainly a depressing little hole compared to our own homes, but this definitely isn’t bad for mortals working for only twenty years.”
“Actually, forty, your magnificence,” corrected an architect as graciously as he could, from many miles below.  “Oh,” the deity answered, a little disappointed.  “Oh, well.  It’s much nicer than any other building by mortal hands.”  And the majority of the gods agreed entirely, save one crotchety entity who grumbled about how, if it was going to be such a rush job, they might as well not have bothered.

His was the only unpleasant voice until their eyes chanced upon the window.  “What is this?” one asked the building’s creators.

“Err…  The window, your greatness,” answered another mage, even more graciously than the last.  “What?” the deities shouted as one, shocked and appalled by the answer.  “But… but…  But this is a church!” a goddess declared.  “All the windows should be stained glass!”  The gods then broke into a babble among themselves about how, indeed, this was true.  Eventually, however, they were interrupted by an 86-year-old, the youngest of the designers.
“Begging the pardon of your excellencies,” he began, “but we considered that and…”  Realizing the way he would end that statement, he trailed off.  Unfortunately, by that point, he had drawn the attention of the divine beings – all eager to learn why such an eyesore as a normal window was currently taking up space where a stained glass one should be in their cathedral – as well as the glare of his mortal compatriots.  Deciding there was nothing for it, he heaved a great sigh and told them: “We… though it would look too… tacky.”

Instantly, an uproar rang throughout the collection of gods and goddesses present.  How dare the little nothings presume to challenge their taste in aesthetics!  Well, they were going to show the mortals what divine hands could create, and then, after letting them see just how mistaken they were about the tackiness, they would give the fools a good smiting.  That was the usual plan, and it would have been the order of the day.  Unfortunately for them, they became too enthralled in their work.  So ferocious was their resolve to make the stained glass window a beauty that they put pieces of themselves into the work, first figuratively, then quite literally.
Unmoved by the ungrateful response, their worshippers were shocked by the product, infused as it was with pure divine power.  And they had to admit that it didn’t look the least bit tacky in the cathedral.  Come to think of it, they were moved by the ungrateful response; for the ex-deities had been gods of spite, and for them to give up their lives purely to prove a point to supplicants willing to use four decades to build a beautiful place for them seemed the purest example of dying as they had lived.
So, the adherents stood in the giant building with the world’s most perfect stained glass window, looked around at each other, and wondered what to do.  Soon enough, they decided to devote their fanaticism to what they thenceforth called the Great Pane.  They gathered the other followers of the former gods and sent all together sent their prayers into the new holy relic.  They developed the tenants for a philosophy based upon it, which they practiced for several generations.
One day, however, the adherents to a few gods of civility found their gathering, and, deciding they could afford to be contrary “just this once,” they launched a great attack that completely destroyed the cathedral, and then called it a day.  They left before the dust cleared, revealing that the Great Pane had survived.  So, the cult’s members, then aware that the large object was apparently indestructible, began to research ways to utilize this new knowledge.  And, eventually, they found a way to summon pieces of it wherever they willed.

Thus, Pane Magic was born.  While seemingly limited in scope, having an invulnerable shield at your beckon call was certainly nice.  Particularly since it also seemed able to lock itself into space, and could be just as easily used as a battering ram.  For many years, they were among the most feared forces in the land.  Oddly, they sent written copies of their group’s teachings to all nations, promising that those who read them all in order without hearing of any later books would then be taught the power.  Eager to learn the secrets, countless people pored over these tenants, hoping to acquire power over the Great Pane.  However, when these people received the final book of the dogma, they would open the cover in anticipation to find… many blank pages.
Yes, it seemed the spirit of spite was still alive and well in the group after all those years.  Solely because they might fall into the hands of others, they resolved never to create a written copy of the spells required to make the Great Pane shards do their bidding.  Unfortunately, this proved to be their downfall.  One day, every member of their order capable of Pane Magic from across the land was gathered for a great conference.  They made certain all of this was well announced – who would dare attack them, after all?  So, a group devoted to gods of civility decided it would be civil to the rest of the world to put a stop to them.  While this should not technically have been allowed as it was very much uncivil to those they were dispatching, the gods of civility were too polite to stop them.
So, this group developed a somewhat ingenious method: while their foes slept, they used magic to lift the Great Pane above the gathering.  Orienting it parallel to the ground, they ceased their spells and let gravity take its course.  While small chunks of the relic were called away during the final moments, it wasn’t enough to save a single person.  The devotees of civility then congratulated themselves and apparently decided it would be civil to a nearby town to free up the space its orphanage was occupying.  The incredibly misguided, but courteous, band then cut a swath of destruction across the lands for some time.

And thus knowledge of Pane Magic faded from human understanding.  However, as was evident with the philosophy’s students mentioned earlier, the pursuit never ended.  While most maintain that the old powers are a myth, there are few alive who do not know the legends.  Those who pursue the Great Pane, however, view them as more metaphorical than anything else.  That these adherents refuse to give anyone else a chance to see the fruits of their meditation certainly keeps with tradition, and might make the old gods of spite smile.  Or, rather, frown; vindictive as hell, they were.(
“You… seem unduly perplexed, Pane Master,” the elder said, concerned about Rick’s silence and completely unaware of the lengthy exposition.  “Uhh…  No, no,” he dismissed with a grin, “I think I’ve… got a good handle on it, so no reason to worry.”
“Hmm…  Well, if you say so.”  ‘He’s acting strange, but I doubt the Pane Master would lie to me.’  This was especially true given how well he was sticking to the ‘no direct lying’ policy.  “Anyway, uhh…” Rick said, eager to change the subject, “I guess you should probably tell me about the prophecies I’m supposed to fulfill.”
“Ah, of course, of course.  You’ll certainly need those pointers for your quests.  For the prophecy of the Swinish Soul, you must cross the Plains of Little Concern, ascend the Hills of the Slight Incline, and enter the Temple of the Easily Crossed Threshold.”
“Umm…  And nobody’s completed this quest before because…?”

“Presumably because they then had to descend into the Pit of Ninety-eight Thousand Trials of Acid, Fire, and Pointy Things.”

“…  That sounds made up.”

“Well, granted, but it’s what destiny has foretold.  And, given the number that have died in there, it would be absurd to deny the Pit’s existence.  Anyway, after climbing back up from the Pit, you must climb to the very top of the Altitudinous Tower.  Beyond that, I know not where your quest will lead you.”
“Alright.  A question: does the Pit of… Ninety-four Hundred Trials?”

“Ninety-eight thousand,” she corrected.

“Right.  You said I’d have to climb back out of it.  So, will I get a key of some kind from down there that the Tower needs?”

“Well…  From my understanding, no.  The Tower doors have never been locked.”

“Is there anything else in the Pit I might need to make the big climb?”

“I… can’t think of anything, no.”

“So…  There’s essentially no logical reason to enter the Pit, then.”

The elder was displeased by the line of questioning.  “…  I suppose not logically, no, but come now, Pane Master!  Destiny demands it!  If you don’t do it, then, something… bad… might happen!”

‘Okay, so that’s ‘some bad thing might happen’ by avoiding the Pit, and ‘ninety-eight thousand bad things might happen’ by entering it.  Hmm…  Tough call…’
“I see.  So, I’m curious why so many people have gone along with this quest.”

“At first, we only went with the one man.  Then, a hundred years went by, and there had been no success, though a few people could have been sent after him.  So, since the requirements were really quite vague and easily satisfied, we eventually just decided to send every single person who met the bare minimum off after it.  We thought it best to hedge our bets, you see.”
“Uh-huh.  …  So, what of the destiny of the Pane Master?”

“Well…”  She seemed a tad embarrassed.  “I’m… not actually the keeper of that knowledge; our village just monopolizes the Swinish Soul prophecy information.”  She smiled at him.  “However, I can tell you that you, as well as your companions, are destined to save not only these lands, but all the world.  Everyone knows at least that much of the Pane Master’s legend.”  Rick smiled back in response as butterflies began fluttering about in his stomach.  “All the royal families can tell you more, so I suggest you make your way to Terrata’s capital to learn what you can.”

“Ah.  Thank you.  But…  How am I supposed to get an audience?  I don’t think they’d appreciate it if I summoned pieces of the Great Pain as a demonstration.”  ‘I should try to get a handle on these powers, anyway.’
“Hmm?  Well, I can’t imagine why they’d mind, but I’d be happy to give you a little something to ensure you get in, if you’re worried.”  The elder then approached the strange stone Rick had noticed before the woman’s home was destroyed.  ‘Ah.  I guess that object proves she has a connection to the royal family.  That would certainly explain the markings.’  She spoke a few words, lifted up the rock and took a piece of parchment from beneath it, then replaced the stone.  Upon turning, she noticed that the celebratory preparations appeared to be complete.  “Ah.  Pane Master, I hope you won’t mind waiting for my letter of authenticity until tomorrow.  We should begin the party, now.”

“Err…  Alright, I guess…”  ‘Okay…  So, it’s not used to prove a link to the royal family…’  “But…  What exactly did that stone do?”

“That?  Oh.  Just an enchanted paperweight.  How else would the papers stay beneath it after the boar tore my home apart?”

“…  Point.  Anyway, you’re right; it can wait until later.”  Rick turned with a smile toward the beginning festivities.(
The brown-haired youth strolled down the dusty trail, the nearby trees casting shadows on his path.  He rubbed his eyes in an attempt to wake himself up.  ‘You’d think they wouldn’t mind letting their great prophesied hero sleep in a little…’  The villagers had eagerly roused the Pane Master very shortly after the sun had risen, and then rushed him to breakfast.  After enjoying an apple, and stomaching an unappetizing porridge – ‘Might as well get used to that; I doubt I’ll be seeing waffles or pancakes anytime soon.’ – Rick received from the elder the letter for an audience he had been promised, a map of the area, and a small pack with some fruit and jerky.
A yawn left his throat.  ‘Never been a morning person…’  He glanced at his wristwatch, before returning his eyes to the road.  The eyes went right back to the watch, however, when his mind wanted to verify what they had told him.  Sure enough, the time read 11:13 PM.  He then looked upward.  ‘Yeah, the sun’s still in the sky…’  Rick blinked.  “Okay…  Either I’m really close to the North Pole, or time runs a little differently here.  …  Come to think of it, I wonder if this world actually has a North Pole.”   He believed it unnecessary to point out that he was talking to himself again.

That line of thinking gave him a little energy.  It was as though something as trivial as that was necessary for him to really get it: he was in another world.  The student smiled and began fidgeting a little.  He had always wanted to visit a world of fantasy, and now he could say he had.  ‘Well, probably not,’ he decided with cheer, ‘No sense getting thrown in a sanitarium right after I get back.’  That brought another interesting topic to the fore: going back.  ‘Do I really want to?’  Rick’s common sense immediately told him he didn’t.  ‘You can’t just disappear on your friends and family.  …  Alright, well I guess you already have, but you didn’t really have a lot of say in that.’  Before he even began a rationalization for staying he’d likely read a few dozen times, it occurred to him he may not have much say in the matter of his leaving.  ‘In almost every story, the visitors get sent home right after they finish their quest.  I guess I could just not do the quest, but that’ll probably make the apocalypse inevitable, so…’
The notion that his current world might follow the unofficial rules of fantasy works, seemingly useful for one with his knowledge, actually unsettled him a little.  Rick was still convinced that the strange time phenomena of the day before had been caused by paragraphs of possibly unnecessary detail.  ‘Which would mean it’s not just like I’m in one of those stories.  Not sure I like that…’  It had been disconcerting enough to think that one’s life might conform to a series of clichés.  To think that someone might be actively forcing his life to become another hackneyed yarn was simply too hideous to contemplate.
So, Rick decided not to.  Instead, his attention shifted to the powers he’d recently manifested.  ‘If I’m the Pain Master, I guess I should do some practicing.’  He frowned.  Based on his interpretation, that meant he would need a target to feel pain.  Which meant himself, or one of the adorable woodland creatures he spotted from time to time.  He wished he had gotten another power, such as a fireball spell, perhaps.  ‘Then again, considering what I’d probably be using it for, how exactly is that better?  …  I guess because I can call it collateral damage.’  The young man almost decided to go forward with it, but stopped when a small brown squirrel scurried into the middle of his path.  It paused, sat on its haunches, and looked up at him, its eyes almost pleading, “Pwease, pwease don’t huwt me.”  As his nerve abandoned him, the bushy-tailed rodent finished crossing the road.
His mind grasped at a rationalization, and quickly found one.  ‘If I’m summoning pieces of pure pain, then why did it make a bluish piece of glass show up?  I guess one could argue the magic takes the path of least resistance, but why couldn’t it have just made the monster stumble, or accidentally veer off course?’  Rick continued along the path as he considered this.  ‘Hmm…  It definitely has a physical presence, but, come to think of it…  I never actually touched it.  For all I know, contact hurts a lot.’  He paused in his trek.  ‘Well, only one way to find out.’
Unsure of what exactly he was going for, he lifted his arms as before.  ‘Touching a piece of pure pain doesn’t really sound like fun.  So, hopefully I can get it down to just a jolt.’  Rick held the image of the flat, blue object in his mind’s eye and concentrated on summoning as weak a version of it as he could.  He then pushed his arms forward.  It still felt a little silly, but, as there was nobody around and he’d managed to get results before, he could deal with that.  No sooner had he done so than the familiar shape appeared.

‘Just have to concentrate on it, and it shouldn’t fade away.’  He stared at it with a smile.  ‘Still amazing to think I can actually make things like that…’  After a few more moments of admiring it, Rick urged himself to stop stalling and go for it.  So, taking a breath, he extended a slightly quivering hand toward the pane.  And through it, incidentally.  ‘…  Hmm…’ he thought, moving the hand back and forth through the object as though it didn’t exist.  ‘Too weak, I guess.’  He released his focus, and the shard vanished.
Rick performed the procedure again, this time more quickly and with a little more ‘oomph,’ to use a piece of rather old slang.  Another flat, blue thing, and another hesitant touching.  This time, his right hand met a smooth surface, cool to the touch.  He let it rest there for a moment, and began to think he might be mistaken about the ‘pain’ thing.  ‘It definitely fails the first test: I’m not in a fetal position.’
Rick spent the next few hours walking down the trail, summoning the irregularly shaped pieces into existence with increasing ease.  He was particularly pleased when he found he didn’t even need to move his arms.  ‘No more exaggerated hand gestures for me!’ he cheered.  He would still probably make a few from time to time, of course; all his perceptions of mages and such movements would probably get to him.  ‘I really do read too much fantasy,’ he observed.(
“Boooooored!” Felicia would have announced to the world, had she been so inclined.  However, she was in the middle of tea with some of the other ladies of court.  It wasn’t their fault she was present, so she didn’t want to alarm them.  ‘Besides, I want to conserve as much energy as I can for the Chancellor.’  The white-haired official had harangued the Prince about it for most of the past week and the young man had finally run out of excuses.  “It might not be that bad,” he told her reassuringly, “I won’t make you do it again, and it’s only for a few hours.”  Sure, she had always been a fan of intrigue at court, but that was one thing; listening to a number of nobles’ wives gossiping about unseemly phrases courtiers might use in the privacy of their own homes was quite another.
“I’m certain Laird Albertson says it when no one’s around.  I mean…”  The blue frocked woman seemed to summon up all her strength.  “Bloody.”  After a pause in which she appeared pleased the word hadn’t attacked her, she went on more confidently.  “Such an appalling word!  I know my Henry wouldn’t be caught dead saying it.”  Felicia looked around the table.  She was clearly the only one to observe that it would be a little tricky to be caught both dead and saying the word ‘bloody.’  So, she held back the joke, and again reminded herself that it wasn’t their fault they wouldn’t get it.  If stranded in a fantasy world, she would have preferred one in which women and men were on more equal footing.  Instead, the kingdom into which she’d fallen more closely matched her own world’s history.
She supposed she should have been thankful for Prince Cain.  Had he not been one of the more progressive royals in the nation’s history, the Chancellor would probably have succeeded the day of her arrival.  ‘Provided he didn’t just leave me to rot in that cell all this time,’ she noted.  Which would have been quite reasonable; from what the Prince told her, she had almost fallen on him in the middle of a procession.  Still, even though the young man gave her a lot more freedom than she would have expected, he was reluctant to let her near a weapon, and could come off as chauvinistic at times.
“What do you think, Felicia of Palentine?”

“Hmm?  I’m sorry, what was it?”

“Oh, you naughty girl!” the woman chided her with a chuckle, “Trying to make me say it again?  You’ll have to try harder than that!”
“Oh.  Ah, ha ha ha ha…  Nice catch, Lady Wirthing.”  ‘Gonna kill that Chancellor…’
“Alright, alright,” Prince Cain said, arms raised in surrender.  He gave her a smile.  “I suppose you do deserve a little reward for satisfying Chancellor Gubrick.”
“Thanks,” she answered, not responding to the condescending tone.  “I appreciate it.”

“Just follow quietly, now.”  In the darkness, he led her from his room, dismissed the guards he’d assigned to her, and began moving through the castle halls.  They reminded Felicia of the castles she’d visited on a trip to England, only with a series of unlit torches along the walls, no electric lights, and a large silver moon shining in through the window.  The light from the Prince’s own torch bobbed a little as they moved through several corridors and down one flight of stairs.
Finally, he stopped, and opened a wooden door for her.  Once he and the torch followed, Felicia saw she was in the perfect room for what she had asked him about.  Several large racks along the walls contained almost every medieval weapon she had ever heard about. “Impressive collection,” she noted.(  He answered with a smile.  “I should hope so.  My family’s been using this as a training room for generations.  Best to have some variety.”
“Right.”  She approached a rack and selected a rapier.  Felicia had taken a few fencing classes before, and had been rather pleased with her progress.  She tried a few practice thrusts and felt the lessons flowing back to her.  “Played with swords before?” Cain asked, noticing her familiarity.  “A bit,” she answered.  “I really like this one,” she added soon after, “It’s so light, and the balance is great.”

He drew a blade from his side.  “You have good taste.  It was mine, several years ago.”
“Ah.  And I take it you’ve upgraded, now?”

Cain swished his weapon from side to side, sending shadows dancing along the wall.  “You could say so.
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