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		Description

What would you be capable of to save the ones you love?
A question one should never have to answer. I wasn't one of those lucky people. My little brother, Michael, had been taken away under strange circumstances by unnatural forces against his will. And I went after him to save him. Now here I am, in a land that is unlike Earth, where magic reigns supreme and mythical creatures live freely. And within all of this, somewhere, my brother is lost.
I might not know where I am, where my brother is, and how to get us back home. But I know one thing.
There is nothing I wouldn’t sacrifice to bring him back home. Nothing.
...
Right?

A story that popped up in my head and demanded to be written upon hearing a certain song. Inspired by the great stories in the group "League of Humans Acting Villainous". 
This story was once 'Teen' rated, but it heavily overstepped that boundary in later chapters. There will be gore. Due to the fact that some people like reading stuff offline using their e-books or whatever, I stopped outsourcing the gory parts so all is in one place, easy to download.
The tags I set are those that I felt were most prevalent in the story. They, however, aren't the only themes making the atmosphere of the story. 
Set in the Ternion of Kings -verse
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		Chapter 1: A certain substance hits the fan
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„Yeah, yeah, I know. Bye!“
I turned away from the door, now closed and locked, and went down the hall to get something to eat. Getting my parents to finally leave could be exhausting. They would get quite overprotective when it came to my little brother staying home alone… well, not alone. I was there to take care of him but you know how it goes. Can't blame them, really. I wouldn’t want to leave a small child with a hormonal teenager marching to his twenties home alone, either. Though it’s not like it was a chore to take care of him, with modern technology and whatnot. Just give him a tablet and let him play some games – problem solved!
And that’s what I had done after I partook of the half-empty fridge. “Aww, look at you, all sad to see mom and dad go,” I said as I went over to the front door where he sulked. I grabbed him and hugged him before he could cry me a river. I picked him up – God was he heavy – so I could take him to my room where marvels of technology await our arrival. Sitting him on my bed with a tablet he got for Christmas and making sure that he was comfortable, I went back to my computer so I could continue doing productive things. Like procrastinating!
“I am hungry,” he said, suddenly appearing right next to me. I jumped a little.
“Holy hell, you scared the… whatever. Whatcha’ want?” I sighed, trying not to swear around him.
“Pancakes!” a goofy grin graced his adorable face.
To which I answered with a groan, “I don’t know how to make pancakes!” 
That was a lie. I just really didn’t want to make pancakes. Also, my pancakes sucked. Hard. Because they were usually hard.
“Pancakes!” 
God dammit, why did he have to be so adorable?
“Ok, fine!” I exasperated, knowing there was no way out of this situation. Once he set his mind on something, he could be a handful. And I didn’t want to have to deal with that even more so than making pancakes. So donning the chef's apron it was.
“Stay here and don’t do anything. Ok?” He nodded and so I descended the stairs down a hall and made a bee line straight for the kitchen. The kitchen itself wasn’t anything glorious. One wall was lined with everything – cupboards, a stove-oven hybrid, a sink and some other things. Opposite of it all was a large table with six chairs right underneath a row of three windows. The fridge had to be left in the hallway, because there was no more room for it in the kitchen itself. 
God bless this small house.
I took some flour, milk, sugar and eggs and got on with it. Not as soon as I wanted, there was a plate of half-burned, crispy, over-sugared pancakes. Yeah, I would be lucky if he would eat that. The smell drove my little brother down from my bedroom right as I finished them, so that meant they didn't at least smell half bad.  I put a small selection of jams and marmalade on the table.
“They’re bad,” he noted matter-of-factly, like the greatest critic gourmand to ever live. I wasn’t the best at cooking. It wasn’t hard or anything. I just didn’t have the patience to spend hours of my free time on it, so I tried to make it as fast as possible. That of course reflected poorly on most of the things I cooked up. But it was still way better than surviving on ramen noodles and instant soups. I am looking at you, college students!
“I know,” I answered shamefully. They really were bad. I hadn’t even finished before he put an empty dish into the sink and went back upstairs. Boy, could he eat fast! 
I immediately did the dishes, because an overfilled sink full of dirty dishes was a real mood killer, while just a few plates and a pan wasn’t anything bad. With that done, I finally returned to playing some vidya.
And that was it, really. That’s how we spent the rest of the day. Him watching TV or playing on his tablet, while I did the same, only on PC. It had been a while since the sun set – it was winter, so the Sun would set earlier – before I decided it was high time for him to go to sleep. I didn’t particularly care about his sleeping schedule. I mean, I understood why he had to go to sleep earlier than me for example; I just didn’t want to be the hard-ass brother. I wanted to be the nice, I-want-to-be-like-you-when-I-grow-up brother. So I was more lenient on the rules. The hard-assness I would leave to our parents.
“Could we play a game?” was his answer when I asked him if he wanted to go catch some ‘Z’s. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do, so I decided some bonding with my little brother was in order through the best activity a small child could partake in – roughhousing. For an entire hour we play-wrestled, then I gave him a piggy-back ride across the whole house. We played some horsey, where he would be on my back and I “tried” to shake him off, and some other stuff of that nature. By the end of it, we were both exhausted. I still managed to make him take a quick bath and brush his teeth before he fell into my bed and dozed off. I allowed it, for once, since he hated sleeping by himself.
I wasn’t sleepy, though, so I browsed the internet for a few more hours. It was two in the morning when I decided enough was enough and went to sleep myself. I pulled an old mattress out of the closet and put it down right next to my bed now occupied by my brother. Promptly, I fell asleep as soons as I managed to lay my head on the pillow.

Three huge bangs roused me from my sleep. It took me a moment before my brain stopped returning blank and actually decided to give me some information. Another bang and I was immediately on my feet. Looking at my bed I realized, to my now growing dread, that my brother wasn’t there. It might've been why I was suddenly shivering, the onset of dread. Or it was just really cold for some reason. 
Acoompanying that dreadful cold, horrifying thoughts of how the bangs originated from him falling down the stairs filled my mind and before I knew it, I ran into the hallway screaming out his name, the bathrobe I quickly pulled over myself fluttering like cloak behind me. Taking three steps at a time I found myself downstairs, but my brother wasn’t there, for better or worse. No more bangs could be heard so I started to look for him, calling out his name now and then.
“Michael?” No one answered me. I tried to flick on the lights, but they didn’t seem to work. 
“Great, just great.”
Of course they wouldn’t work now. Maybe that's why it was so cold. Without electricity, the central heating system wouldn't work. With another shiver rolling over my body, teeth clattering for a bit, I went into the closet where I knew I would find a flashlight. Hitting myself on things along the way in the winter night, I finally fumbled through the closet until I found a long and round object in a place where the flashlight should’ve been.
“Where’s the damn switch,” I mumbled. A moment later, a column of light illuminated the dark hallway. Now with the power of light on my side, I started exploring the house. I began with the kitchen, just to see if he hadn’t been hungry and decided to get something to eat. Never happened before, but I was fumbling for straws now, and any explanation was better than none.
“Michael, where are you?” I called out rather weakly. Why did I have to enjoy watching horror movies? It seemed like I was living one right now, and it wasn't fun at all. It seemed like I was just waiting until something came running around a corner, holding the dead body of my little brother in its teeth and preparing to add me to its list of victims.
Then I figuratively slapped some sense into me. That wouldn’t do, being scared shitless of something that didn’t exist. I was the older brother. I was supposed to be the voice of reason. Michael was probably shivering somewhere in a dark corner so scared off his wits that he couldn't even find his voice to answer my calls. With a newfound confidence I started to explore more quickly and calling out his name more frequently. Again, nothing and no one answered me.
“This isn’t funny!” I yelled. By now this had to be some kind of joke he was playing on me. Then a thought hit me. Perhaps he was in the bathroom?
A facepalm followed my realization. “Of course he’s in the bathroom you dumb idiot.”
Why was I talking to myself? Was I really that scared?
I went to the bathroom and tried to open it. It wasn’t locked. However, there was almost an unnatural darkness and silence permeating the room that greeted me instead of my brother.
“Holy hell,” I breathed, a puff of air manifesting from within my words. I shone my light at the mist coming from my breath. It was too damn cold in there, even if the central heating broke the moment I went to sleep. Temperature wouldn't have dropped that much in a matter of... what was the time? Three, four in the morning? So that would make two hours at most?
I was distracting myself again with useless question. I hated to admit it, but there was a terrible fear slowly growing in my heart. Without even looking further into the bathroom, I slammed the door closed and ran away from the creepiness of it all.
“Michael, God dammit, where are you?!” Losing the last bit of my patience, I sped through the hallway and went to check the last place where the sounds could have come from.
The living room.
With fear of what I would find there, I opened the door.
And immediately got assaulted by a thick, semi-solid, purple, almost pink cloud of… something. It looked like a mist and trying to pass through it was like browsing through water. It retained its form as it had pushed against the doors. But now with the doors open, it slowly started to creep outwards, like a huge wall of jell-o.
As my mind was trying to process the strange event unfolding in front of me, a small hand reached from within and tried to grab me by my clothing. As there was only one person to whom the hand could belong to right now, I immediately grabbed it back.
“Hold on, Michael!” I yelled and tried to pull him from the mist. It was all in vain when his damp hand slipped my grip. Something pushed him back in.
“Nooo!” Screaming, I jumped into the mist not heeding my own safety. With flailing my arms around, I tried to reach out to my brother, to find him. I couldn't see. Sometime in my frantic thrashing the flashlight was swallowed into the mist.  I couldn’t breathe. It was too dense, too water-like to allow me to fill my lungs with fresh air.
And then it was all over. One moment I had been suffocating, and another moment I was on my knees, coughing. As I coughed my lungs out, I got my bearings. Michael lay shivering on the floor of the living room. A small layer of mist covered the entire floor, but no longer was it semi-solid. Rather, it was a purple colored true mist now that show with its own luminescence.
Michael stirred before me, hacking his lungs out all the same, yet still finding his strength to get up.
“Peter!” he yelled out to me and ran up right into my embrace.
“Dammit Michael, you don’t get to scare me like this.” Gladness to find my little brother safe and sound filled my heart. At least I hoped he was alright. I checked him over and he seemed fine. I got up to my feet.
“Now, what the hell happened?” I asked him. The question of what the whole mist-thing was went unasked. I didn't know, how could he?
“I woke up, and… and I went downstairs.” 
So much for an explanation.
“Any reason?” It didn’t really matter what he was doing there. I was more concerned about what the hell was going on, and that he was alright. This strange mist had to come from somewhere. Hopefully it wasn't toxic.
“I don’t know!” I could feel a damp spot forming on my shoulder.
“Never mind, let’s just get back upstairs and let me call mom and dad. There’s something strange going on.” With those words I got up from the floor and took his left hand into mine. He stayed really close to my leg as we neared the door. As I would find out, he wasn’t close enough.
I opened the door which was now closed for some reason. A gust of wind assaulted me and as I looked at where the hallway should have been, a vortex of purple light greeted me.
It had taken me one second exactly before I slammed the door shut.
“What. The. Hell!”
Then the goddamn walls started to peel off, being torn from outside by some invisible force. Oh, and the floor and the ceiling weren’t doing any better. Spots of bright purple light started to appear everywhere on the floor and ceiling. My little brother started to wail with utter fear. "Peter, I am scared!" he sobbed, which I barely heard anyway, since a powerful wind filled the room and he furniture started to rattle. My brother and I stood as we watched the walls and the floor disappear. And then the floor underneath Michael gave out.
I held his hand, but it wasn’t enough. I tried to catch him but I wasn’t fast enough. I jumped after him, but it was for naught.
“Nooo! Michael!” I hollered after him as he cried out my name, disappearing into the vortex.
“Noooo!” I screamed until my voice gave out, tears welling in my eyes. The one thing was - I didn’t fall down after him. Instead, some invisible force caught me and pulled me back onto the floor that was no longer crumbling down. The door of the living room opened all by itself, showing me a picture of our undisturbed house.
And I realized that whatever had caused this, whoever had caused this, didn’t want me. It didn’t want me. It wanted my brother, but not me.
Sadness and rage waged battle over my mind. A quivering curse escaped my lips.
The wind started to force me into the door. I had none of it.
“Fuck you!” I tried to yell at whatever was causing this. Fat chance, even if someone stood half a meter away from me they wouldn’t be able to hear me through that wind. It helped to easy my nerves, though.
“I ain’t leaving my brother!” Lying down on the floor, I started to crawl to the edge. The efforts to keep me out redoubled, but I was still able to move forward, centimeter by centimeter, until finally my hands grabbed onto the edge, and it was only a matter of strength to pull myself over. And that’s just what I did.
I screamed wordlessly as whatever the hell this was gave up and instead threw me up into the sky that was basically the same damned purple vortex.
The last thought I had before I blacked out was of my brother as he fell and with his last breath screamed out my name.

Something stirred within me. A thought, then light. And at last: recognition. Senses returned to my body, the feeling of lying on something hard that felt like a carpet assaulted my mind. And in the forefront of it all: a yell, a call for help.
And then I opened my eyes. It was dark all around. It didn’t occur to me as strange, so I stretched and tried to go back to sleep. A moment later, realization struck me like a wrecking ball. The events that followed my condition flooded back into my memory.
My brother was gone; taken.
A cloudless starlit sky greeted my vision. I gazed into the most beautiful night sky I had ever seen. For a short moment, I wasn’t confused, lost and hurt anymore. But that ended soon enough as a more pressing matter lay on my heavy mind; Where was I? And where was Michael?
I stood up, noticing that it wasn’t a carpet I thought I was lying on. No, it was a mix of something hard and soft that smelled like smoke. Accidently, I inhaled some of it, which brought me into another coughing fit.
That woke me up just perfectly.
“Michael?” I called out weakly, still coughing a little. A lovingly moonlit meadow surrounded me. I very much ignored the unfamiliar place I had found myself in. Instead, I started to search for the one I had come to save, somehow.
“Michael?”
There was nothing but the echo of my own shouting.
“Michael?!” This time more forceful than before. And yet, nothing answered me. No one answered me. The meadow was perfectly clear of anything but plants and the occasional tree.
A fluttering feeling settled within my heart and tears once again threatened to escape their confines within my eyes. Something glittered in the moonlight on the ground near me. I kneeled down to get a better look at it. It was a button of the pajamas my little brother was wearing when he was taken.
With utmost care I clutched it in my hands. It was just a button, but it was also the only thing connecting me to my brother right now. A lonely tear rolled down my face.
“Michael...”
Utter exhaustion claimed my waking world before I knew what hit me.

	
		Chapter 2: Pritouritze Planinata
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I had to fall asleep, because suddenly there was a sun pushing its way from the horizon to claim its throne in the sky. It was Winter, and I apparently spent the night outside. Why wasn't I dead? The air was crisp, sure, and I was a bit wet, but the sun-heat blasting me was more akin to a Summer-like weather. What was going on?
With a slight shiver I forced myself to my knees. I was still clutching my brother’s pajama’s button, so I pocketed it into my bathrobe's huge right pocket and made sure it wouldn’t fall out through some hidden hole or something.
And that was it. I had no idea what to do next. As I had said, I was in some kind of meadow located who knows where. I had no rational idea of how I got there, except that it had to be some supernatural forces that had caused this. There was no other explanation.
But most importantly, I had no idea where my brother was.
Yet I had to begin somewhere. And I began by searching my immediate vicinity in the light of the now dawning sun. I started by searching for any footsteps other than mine, but I wasn’t a tracker nor a hunter, so that wasn’t going too well. But it was all I could do.
The meadow was quite large and surrounded in each direction by a forest. I didn't go near the trees, still the search took a good portion of the day.
I had found nothing. The tracks didn’t reveal anything about my brother ever being there. Except for the little button from his pajamas, there was no trace of him in here. He had to be somewhere else.
I concluded my search with a final holler of his name. Nothing but the sound of startled forest creatures and the echo of my own voice greeted me.
I climbed to the middle of the meadow, which was basically a small hill. While I couldn’t see over the treetops where the forest had ended, I could see mountains jutting out from the ground what was approximately a few kilometers from this place. And that was where I was headed just a moment later.
Good thing I still had my slippers on. I had no idea how they stayed on my feet all this time, but I didn’t care. The important thing was that I still had them. Otherwise going through this forest would have been painful as hell. It was actually painful even with them on, as the slippers had soft soles.
The forest itself looked somewhat different, unnatural. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was definitely something strange about it. And that got on my nerves really quickly. Every crack of twigs, every groan of trees in the wind would cause me to jump a little and start to frantically look all around me in panic.
To hell with this forest, I thought. It was also hard to keep my directions and not stray from my, well, path, for the lack of better word. It wasn’t like I knew where I was going. I just hoped that I was still headed to the mountains, as they would give me a focal point from which I could oversee the nearby lands, and perhaps find some signs of civilization with people that would hopefully help me. Or at least spot a river or something. Anything better than this.
There were also a lot of wild animals prancing about. I had seen what was probably a few deer, rabbits, squirrels, and a lot of birds. They had all run away the moment they set their eyes on me.
By the time I left the canopy of trees and entered another meadow at the foot of one of the mountains, my throat was parched, my stomach had been eating itself for about half an hour by then, and my feet hurt. I still had the climb up the mountain ahead of me.
Then I focused on the mountain itself. Without the tree canopy blocking my view and with the sun framing the mountain in beautiful, golden light, I noticed something. It was actually a series of mountains, their peaks higher than they first appeared. But most importantly, I could see smoke rising from somewhere between two of the mountains – a small mountain valley. It was either a natural fire, or someone was camping there, perhaps even living there.
Swearing like a sailor, while also filled with hope, I started the horrendous climb up the not-so-steep mountain to where the smoke was coming from, hopefully. I admit, I exaggerated. The mountain wasn’t that tall, but I still guessed it would take me the rest of the day before I got anywhere near the smoke's origin.
As I was climbing, I noticed that the area seemed to be heavily populated by birds. I mean, there was a whole lot of them up in the sky, fighting against each other and stuff. A fear of accidently stumbling across a nest and getting attacked by birds made my throat clench even more. A long time ago, when I was a kid, I had seen a horror where a guy got attacked by crows and had his eyes pecked out. Not the greatest thing to see as a child, and as children usually are, I had a huge imagination. That horror movie, and that scene in particular, became THE nightmare of my childhood. So yes, I got pretty uneasy all of the sudden when I realized what monstrous beings occupied this mountain.
Just birds. I can just throw rocks at them if they come close. Yes, plenty of rocks around. All right.
I had to take frequent breaks, not just to look at the sky all the time because of fear of being attacked by birds, but because my legs were hurting like hell. My stomach must have eaten itself by now, because I was getting a lot of cramps from my abdomen area. Not to mention it was hard to swallow even my own spit. At last the cramps got unbearable, so I found a nice rock to sit upon and rest for a moment. I was getting serious thoughts of eating the grass and plants that grew in the rocky terrain here and there.
A nice sleep would do me some good, my mind told me, and my body listened happily to the alluring song of wind ringing throughout the mountains. As I looked upon the lands below, a beautiful view, outlined in the light of a setting sun, said hello to my tired eyes. Even the huge rock I had nestled on was really soft all of the sudden. And just before my sleepiness took me to a place where pain was nonexistent, I noticed the birds getting closer. And my last thought was of how huge they appeared to be.
My dreams were filled with sorrow.
The song of wind was replaced by the soothing crackling of fire. The coldness was replaced by warmth of home. And sleep; sleep gave way to a reawakened dull ache spreading throughout my body.
Rested, but still slightly tired, I forced my eyes to open as my mind finally noticed the difference between where I had been before I fell asleep and where I was now. 
I’ve been lying on something soft compared to a rock and upon closer inspection, I discovered that I was lying on a neatly spread hay covered with a not-so-neat blanket. What caught my attention, however, was how big this prominent bed was. Three people could fit in there. This told me something else.
I was no longer outside, but rather in some cottage. It seemed like it was one of those houses, like in the Middle Ages, with one room separated by thin walls, but no doors. I could see something that looked like a stove, except that there was a hole in it where an oven should have been, filled with ash and burning wood. A neatly carved table stood some ways away from it against a wall; four chairs made of the same wood stood spread around it. From my position, I couldn’t see anything else, as there was a wooden wall blocking my view. Actually, everything but the stove and a small space under the stove had been made of wood.
What more I could see, though, was a cord hanging by the ceiling going from one corner of this room to the next. And from the cord hung strips upon strips of dried meat. I must say, the saliva I produced at the beautiful sight could fill a reservoir. There was also a wooden bowl of water sitting on a small table – that looked more like a nightstand – near the “bed” I was now sitting on. Before a second passed, the bowl was empty and a dozen strips of meat were missing from the cord. I know, not the nicest thing one could do to some generous soul that had pulled me all the way to where I was now from the middle of nowhere and had lent his bed to me. But my satisfied stomach said otherwise.
I had lain down on the bed once more and had begun to doze off once again, when someone started to talk right next to me. I almost yelped out in surprise. Almost.
Another voice, more feminine and angry, answered the first. They spoke in hushed whispers, probably trying not to wake me up. What struck me as odd was the language, though. It was like nothing I had ever heard. It included a lot of clicking, chirping, and gutturally spoken vowels. I couldn’t imagine a human making those noises. 
I kept my eyes closed and my body from moving so I wouldn’t draw any attention to myself. The woman sounded especially angry, and I had a nagging suspicion that it was because of me.
Someone huffed and started to walk away, which sounded like he or she was walking on all fours.
The man muttered something under his breath and I could hear a squeal of wood as someone heavy had seated themselves on one of the wooden chairs. An irritating pang between my shoulder blades told me that his eyes were on me, watching me. Judging me. With the female gone, I thought it was high time to “wake up”.
I yawned, stretched and rolled over so I could look at my host. I expected to see a heavily bearded, two meters tall lumberjack. Instead I got something far more surprising.
I yelped as I saw the terrifying visage of something alien before me. There, on a chair, sat not a man, but a creature that was a cross between a bird and a lion. My mind immediately conjured the term “gryphon”. But how could it be? Had there been something in the water? Or the meat? 
By this moment I knew I wasn’t sleeping. Could the prolonged starvation and thirst have caused this? But it didn’t really look like a hallucination. Though, I couldn’t tell, as I had never hallucinated before. 
I mean, a mythical creature was sitting right there, staring at me with the same surprised expression as me! Wait, what?
It was looking at me with what I thought of as a dumbstruck expression, its beak open a little – and by God I swear there were teeth linin the inside of the beak – and eyes bulging. I couldn’t tell, honestly. Its “face” looked really different from a human’s. What I knew was that it didn’t look like a dumb animal. Its eyes shone with unbidden sapience.
When I finally decided to pick my jaw off the floor, I did the only thing my over-loaded brain could do.
“Umm… hello,” I said while weakly waving my right hand at him.
It moved its beak a little, before it said something in the same guttural voice accompanied with some hissing and clicking of its beak. It took me a while to process that it was talking to me. At least I hoped it was talking to me. For all I knew, it could have been chanting a sacrificial ritual dedicated to some blood god it was worshipping.
“I… I don’t understand,” I explained before realizing it didn’t really understand me, either.
The gryphon got out of its surprise quicker than me, and it started to use body language and gestures instead of words. It pointed at the cord where a dozen strips of dried meat used to hang, and then at a bowl which used to be filled with water. And not just some water. When I first took a sip of it, I almost chocked on it. It had been like pure awesomeness condensed into a drinkable beverage.
Not really understanding what it wanted, I decided to nod, and then I clapped my hands together and bowed a little, hopefully expressing my gratitude and not accidentally challenging him to a duel or something.
While our languages and bodies were completely different, it seemed that we could get across that language barrier through a bit of gesturing, because a toothy smile graced its, ugh, beak – yeah, I don’t know how that worked; it also looked really weird and freaky – and it nodded back. I mean, "he" nodded back.
Yes, I accept your challenge to duel to death. Where and when?
A long, awkward silence fell heavy upon the room. He was just sitting there, looking at me, unsure of what to do, and I was sitting across from him on the bed – which now had a reason for being so large in my mind – in the same situation. Nothing was happening for a while before I stood up, walked across the room to him and… started to stroke the soft plumage on his head.
Holy shit, it really isn’t a hallucination.
I didn’t notice the look on his face, but if I were him, it would've been something akin to “What the hell?” He suddenly stood up and walked away, my hand still hanging in the air where his head used to be. He was not as big as I had expected, his head maybe coming up to my chest. Mind you, he was on all fours; if he were standing on his hind legs, he would probably be two heads taller than me.
I didn’t ask him where he was going, as I knew it would be futile. We couldn’t understand each other. And most importantly, my mind was still recovering from the shock. While I had seen lot of movies, read my share of books, and played a lot of video games; seeing something so… magical in person, right in front of my own eyes, and being able to touch it…
Now THAT was something.

	
		Chapter 3: Meet the Griffins



I was fidgeting my feet a little. Ok, I was fidgeting my feet a lot. It wasn’t easy being stared at by four mythological creatures that apparently ate meat. And if they decided I was to be their next meal, I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. I just pray it'll be quick.
There was "the guy” of the family, the one that had tried to talk to me and whose head I had so unceremoniously petted to make sure he was real. I could see that he wasn’t so sure about me as he had been before.
The more feminine voice that I had heard when I woke up here belonged to a noticeable more female looking gryphon. She wasn’t happy to have me around her two children. At least I guessed those two small gryphons were her children. She had that motherly aura going about her. And I didn’t blame her for being angry at me. If you suddenly housed a completely alien creature that you couldn’t communicate with, you wouldn’t want him around your children.
Then there was this rather younger version of “the guy” – I really needed to learn their names or at least give them some names – who looked rather excited at the prospect of having a rather strange and unknown creature in their house. He wasn’t as tall as his father, but he had already outgrown his mother, so I guessed he was somewhere in the middle of his teen years.
And, at last, there was this little, completely adorable ball of feathers that hid behind his older brother. That one I couldn’t decide if was female or male just from looking at it. There wasn’t much to add.
We were now located in what looked like an ancient version of a living room. To my surprise, there was even a carpet on the floor. It was dirty as all hell, though. Not surprising, as they didn’t wear any shoes or anything, so if they came from outside with muddy pawns and talons, well, I didn’t know how they solved that.
I was sitting on something similar to the bed I had been sleeping on.  Except that this one was more noticeably used. 
Across from me a fireplace had been lit. The warm glow of a small fire crackling with joy illuminated the room with a soft light. It was still pretty dark in here, though, as there were no windows that would let any outside light in.
There was some other miscellaneous furniture and quite the number of shelves lining the wall filled with a lot of things I didn't know anything about and some trinkets. In one corner of the room there was an opened box, some toys were spread around it.
And that was really it. As I had guessed previously, the whole house was somewhat one-roomy, as there were no doors separating the different rooms.
They were talking to each other in whispers, presumably so I wouldn’t hear them or something. I couldn’t help but smile at the situation. It wasn’t like I understood them, anyway.
So, before they could decide whether to eat me or not, I stood up and interrupted them.
“Look, I appreciate your generosity in helping me not to die, but I really need to get going. I have to find my brother, and I already fear for his safety, because it must have been a day or so since I was… ugh… um… transported here.”
They just stared at me, uncomprehensive of what I was trying to say. I sighed, pointed at the door that was supposed to lead outside and then made a walking motion toward the door.
A collective response of comprehension filled the room. But “the guy”, whose name shall be Jack from now on, raised his eyebrow (yes, they had eyebrows that looked like a collection of miniature feathers above their eyes) at me.
How the hell was I supposed to gesture to them that somewhere out there my brother was lost?
Then I thought of something. Since they seemed to be pretty intelligent and they had things that were more “modern”, I tried to get it across to them that I wanted a paper and a pen by waving my right hand in the air while holding an imaginary pen around my left hand that, in turn, held some imaginary paper.
He seemed to understand what I wanted, hopefully, because he nodded and went somewhere.
And while we were waiting, the mother, whom I dubbed “Jessie”, said something to the older of the two children, and went somewhere else, too. He nodded and then sat near the fireplace right across of me. His younger sibling was still hiding behind him.
Then Jack came back with something similar of what I had in mind. Instead of a pen, though, I got a quill and some ink, and instead of paper I got some ancient looking, blank scrolls. Whatever, it would do. Then he sat near his children, intensely watching me.
With my legendary drawing skills I started painting the most complex of portraits I had ever drawn. Line by line, the miniature versions of me and my brother started to appear on the scroll. The gryphons were watching me with unconcealed awe.
It took me about five seconds before I was finished. Lo and behold, on the paper, two stick figures were drawn. One was twice the size of the other. You can guess which one belonged to me and which one represented my brother. I showed them the picture. They looked unsure of what to think of it.
I stood up and started going to the doors I guessed would take me outside. There was a column of light shining from a crack underneath them, so it was as good a guess as any. They followed me.
I was not prepared for the sight that greeted me.
A large mountain valley met my eyes. It was like a great canyon between two opposite mountains that were connected some hundreds of meters below. And at both opposite sides of the valley, houses and cottages were built into the mountains. There were almost no roads. It looked like if someone wanted to get anywhere, they would have to fly there. 
The house I had been occupying with my presence had been located at the edge of said mountain valley, as to my right I could see a large forest beneath the mountains, sprawling everywhere the eye could see. I could even see the large meadow that in the forest itself looked like a bald spot on someone’s head.
To my left and directly across me at the opposite side of the valley, a lot more houses stood.
And I realized that there were a lot of gryphons flying abound. And some of them took notice of me. I also realized that I was standing at the edge of a cliff side. My fear of heights immediately took hold of me and before I knew it, I was practically glued to a wall of the house.
That, of course, amused the gryphons. Hell, they even laughed. Bastards.
After calming down a little, I joined them at the cliff side where they stood. Or at least I stood as close to them as I dared without getting a panic attack.  Now, in the midday sun, I could finally see what they looked like in full. Jack was all brown, with spots of black on his chest now and then. Dark blue eyes bore into my very soul. All in all, he looked pretty dull, aside from the fact that he was a god damn gryphon.
His sons were more interesting, though, as they were more colorful. The older brother was mostly beige, with some brown feathers around his neck. His head plumage was mostly dark beige with dark brown at the feather tips. Mischievous green eyes skipped between me and his younger sibling standing by his right front leg. A pang of sorrow hit me at the sight of those two.
The cub, “Thomas” I decided to call him, was truly the miniature version of his father, with light brown feathers and light blue eyes.
Without further interruptions, I once again showed them the scroll and started explaining.
First I pointed at the bigger stick figure, then at me, hopefully getting the point that it was me across, and at last I pointed at the older brother whom I decided to call “Paul”. Before they could question my intentions, I continued.
I gesticulated at the smaller stick figure, and then I pointed at the adorable cub. And finally, I made a wild gesture across the entire forest spanning beneath the mountain, trying to tell them that somewhere out there, Michael was lost.
They didn’t get it.
“God dammit!” I practically yelled at them. I mean, I was losing my cool really fast. I didn’t have time for this dumbassery! I had to go and look for my brother. With each day that passed, the chances of finding him alive were getting thinner and thinner.
They were of course taken aback by my sudden outburst, looking at me while I was tearing my hair out in frustration. I knew I needed their help if I wanted to find my brother. With such a large forest, one person could never hope to search through it all in such a short span of time. Also, they could fly, which would be an invaluable help in finding my brother.
So I tried again. And again. By the time half an hour had passed, I was so frustrated and gesturing so wildly, I was practically dancing. That, of course, garnered me some attention of nearby flying gryphons. Soon enough, I had an audience of twenty gryphons watching me with amused expressions.
“Fucking hell!” I yelled out at last. The yell echoed through the mountain valley. “How can you be so… UGH!” I kicked some rocks that went flying over the edge of the cliff.  When I finally turned back to them, the gryphons weren’t so amused anymore. 
I didn’t care.
“Look, Jack!” my hand went flying to his face. He seemed mighty confused by that, if not a little threatened. I could see him preparing his claws in my peripheral vision. Again, I didn't care. I yelled “Jack” at him for about ten seconds, each “Jack” reinforced with me jabbing at his beak again and again, until finally, he raised a talon, not to strike me, but to his chest and said, “Jack?”
“Yes,” I nodded enthusiastically. “Jack!”
“Jack,” he repeated, a dawning recognition on his… face.
“Yes, Jack!”
“Yesjack?”
“No! Jack!”
“No-Jack?”
“God dammit, Jack!” He had to be doing this on purpose. He had to.
“Jack!” at last I said. He repeated and I nodded.
“Look, Jack, you have two sons or whatever. The older one is –“ I started pointing at the older of his sons, who stood by his side “– Paul, this guy right here. Paul!”
Jack put his left talon on his son's head, while Paul jabbed one of his claws at himself. “Paul,” they both said at the same time. Once again I nodded. They had some difficulty saying “P” since they had beaks and no lips. But it was good enough. And then my hands finally pointed at Thomas.
“Thomas.”
“Thomas,” they repeated. Even some of the other gryphons that came to see the spectacle of a human tearing his hair out were trying to pronounce the names I had given to those three.
Once they tasted the names a little, they pointed at me. Oh right, I didn’t tell them my name.
“Peter,” I answered their unspoken question. Once again, like a crowd of parrots, the gryphons tried to say my name out loud. In turn, I began to laugh at them as they tried to pronounce it and failed horribly.
When I had my share of fun, I interrupted them by swiping my right arm through the air. At last I indicated at an empty spot to my right and said, “Michael.” Their collective eyebrows went up.
I raised my hand at Paul and Thomas, as I said their names respectively. Then used the same hand to indicate myself and the empty spot while saying my name and my brother’s name. Then, once again, I made a large circle in the air at the empty spot, saying, “Michael.” Then, with both of my hand, I waved at the forest like a traffic cop telling a car where to go.
They tried to make heads and toes of it, but once again, they didn’t get it.
A very unpleasant feeling was bottling up in my throat, and before I could let that feeling out, Paul said something. And then he said it a little louder, understanding written all over his face. A long “O” sound escaped his beak. Then some words I didn’t understand. All the gryphons turned to him as he started saying something rather quickly, hopefully explaining what I was trying to get across. The other gryphons were soon in a similar state as he had been when he had gotten that look of understanding.
Some of those gryphons’ faces took a solemn turn rather quickly. That, of course, unnerved me little. Did they know something that I didn’t?
And that was basically how I got the gryphons to help me. Not just the family that housed me. Some gryphons I had never seen before joined us, too. But that didn't mean the gryphons weren't wary of me. To be honest, they were keeping an eye on me. They didn't make it exactly visible, but their looks betrayed their mistrust. A strange creature that we've never seen before enters our peaceful, reclusive village? Yeah, no.
My resolve strengthened with new-found allies. We organized a search party immediately. Well, at least they did while I was standing a little ways from them, smiling like an idiot.
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Paul swooped down between the trees, me riding on his back, and with a mighty push of his wings landed on all fours. Immediately I jumped off of him and started hugging the ground.
The gryphons and I had been searching for my brother for seven days. And on the seventh day, we had officially searched through the whole forest.  On the seventh day, the search had stopped.
Each of those passing days had torn some part of me apart; each day knowing that my brother was out there crushed my heart. I became apathetic to any reason, all I did was search. In that time, that was my only purpose.
The thought of him brought me to my knees, tears welling up in my eyes as I remembered the moment when I wasn’t fast enough, when I let him fall. And I couldn’t help but think about how my parents would have reacted. You failed us and your brother, I imagined them saying, scowls on their faces. And with the pain, sadness, and rage mixed in, I flexed my hands into fists and beat them against the ground until blood ran freely from my knuckles. The physical pain helped me forget. And, for the first time in my life, I learned that the really powerful emotions do exist, that it’s not something authors make up. It’s as real as the wounds on my hands.
On the seventh night I had cried myself to sleep.
After that, the gryphon family was the only light shining in this foreign darkness. They took me in, a completely unknown creature. They helped me. And the worst thing? I would never know why they decided to keep me around them. Why they decided to help me. Kindness of strangers? A hidden motive? Guilt? Understanding?
In those few days I learned that I wasn’t quite home anymore if the gryphons were any clue. No, I had seen a few maps of some of the regions of this world that I managed to get a glimpse at when the gryphons were organizing search parties, and it looked nothing like Earth. Especially when a lot of those maps were marking a lot of territories as unknown. That we weren’t on Earth didn’t terrify me as much as the prospect of a whole new world filled with the impossible, and thus eroding most of what I had been taught on Earth.
Soon I became the novelty of their little mountain village. Everyone would come to look at me, to touch me, to speak to me even though we couldn’t really talk through our language barriers. It really looked like humans weren't an often occurance. We managed to understand each other through gestures, though. Somewhat. And while the kids seemed to like me to some extent, the adults never stopped being suspicious of me.
When the search started, Paul had immediately volunteered himself to fly me around. I, out of my fear of heights, politely refused by shaking my head frantically.
He had none of it.
When I wasn’t looking, he swept down and caught me under my arms. And before I knew it, I was airborne.
“No! Put me down!” I screeched through the howling wind. I flailed my hand and my legs around in a vain attempt to make him let go of me. Not the cleverest thing when one was airborne. But panic was taking over every bit of common sense I had. 
I accidently hit him in a rather sensitive area at the base of one of his wings. Needless to say, I wasn’t a feather-weight to begin with, so he had already been slightly struggling to hold me the entire time before I hit him. Thus, when it happened, he let go of me. While still being high above the ground.
I screamed profanities as the air whizzed around me in a much more intensive manner, the ground nearing closer and closer. I thought that was the end of me, when something caught me under my leg. It was no one other than Paul, who had the goofiest smile on his face.
When we landed, he immediately went into a fit of laughter and started rolling on the ground. I was rolling on the ground, too, but due to very different reasons.
That was the first day of our searching. The next six days, whenever we left at the morning, he demanded that he would carry me by wildly gesturing at his back. I didn’t object after that one horrifying flight, still didn't mean I liked it.
That was how the next seven days went. During the day we would search, and during the night I would be outside, looking at the forest until the cold wind would lull me to sleep. And even then I would always wake up in the warm, cozy bed I had woken up in the first time. I didn’t question it, but the old gryphon would always give me a knowing look.
And now, on the eighth day, I arrived at the place where it all began. The meadow.
One last look; that was all I asked, all I begged for. One last search to confirm that indeed my brother hadn’t been here.
And even though Paul and I had been searching for many hours, we never found anything. Not a trace.
The forest lay silent, and so did my heart.
A kingdom of stars stretched out above me to every corner of horizon, the throne of moon illuminating my every sorrow as I had gazed upon it, and seen nothing but beauty and the beauty of the world below me. I was clothed, and yet I felt so naked in its cold light.
I hummed a quiet song to calm me down, left unheard by anyone but me and the joyful wind, ignorant to my pleas for help, sweeping over the mountain tops, dancing over the plains with the eternal green guardians joining in with a dance of their own. Indeed, such untainted and unknown magnificence hid within my sight. And it was all within my reach. All I had to do was pluck it from the tree of life and it would be mine. But one thing, one fruit hanging way above had eluded my grasp, one life that meant everything to me.
Was it so cruel, so unimaginable to be offered the infinite yet longing for but one thing and one thing only? Was I foolish in my humility that but one thing was all I asked for?
It seemed to be, as the one thing I wanted the most stayed well out of my reach.
“Why?” was all I asked. The eternal question that would hold the answers. Why was I here? That was the obvious one. But was I in the right place? I remembered the vortex, the purple void. My brother fell down, while I went up. For all I knew, the vortex could have been the universe, and now I was somewhere completely else, somewhere far away.
Was I even in the right world?
Such a dangerous question. A few words that held all the answers. Was it futile to even hope to reunite with my brother in this place? Was he somewhere out there, gazing upon the stars as I was gazing now? Or was he here, looking at everything that I could see, yet not seeing each other? Was I to blame myself?
It wasn’t your fault. The wind whispered, barely noticeable, something at the edge of my mind and consciousness.
“I know.” Indeed I knew. But I had to ask, what would have happened if I had been standing just a little closer to him, just so I could reach his hands in time, to grab him and prevent his fall into the darkness, to prevent his fall from grace. Would we still be separated?
What was matters not. What could have been matters not.
“Will I ever find him? Is it even possible to find him?”
What shall be matters not.
The future is written by winners, while the losers stood small. The future was shaped by our hands. We were the masters of our destiny, were we not? For if everything had been written, what purpose was there to life?
What is now…
“That matters,” I finished. I clenched my fist, my gaze hardened. It would help me not; to gaze into the past, to dwell in it. And to gaze into the future, and ask what will be, would be fruitless. Only the presence mattered. Only my present actions would bear the fruits of my labor.
I was in a world unlike Earth. It was an impossible place. And yet here I was. Something impossible had brought me here. And something impossible could reunite us.
Was my brother here? I knew not. But if he was, I would find him. I will find him. And I will find him alive. But I needed to learn more about this world if I were to even have that chance. I had to prepare for a journey without an end.
The forest lay silent, but my heart; my heart would beat once more.
It was dawn, and with it a new hope had arisen. If I were to venture into the great unknown, I would need to be able to understand at least on some basic level one of their languages. Something that was used in a lot of places, like English in our world. Or I would need someone to express themselves for me. But I didn’t want to drag anyone into my problems anymore, unless they explicitly offered to help. However, I couldn’t think of anyone who would want to leave this village with me. None of them really trusted me in full, what were the chances they would abandon their lives here just for some risky quest to search for something, or in my case, for someone?
I would also need to know what the geography of this world was, what were the different countries, what different species were sapient beside the gryphons (if there were other sapient species), if there were even humans in this world beside me and, hopefully, my brother; what were the “specialties” of this world. As this looked like a completely different world from Earth, I couldn’t take anything that was certain on Earth for granted here. And I really do mean anything. I could swear I had seen some of the gryphons moving the clouds around, but I never once questioned it out loud beside in my mind, since I was so focused on doing the one thing I could.
And that was just the general knowledge. The equipment I would need to be able to permanently stay on the road boggled my mind, because I wasn’t certain what I would need. I mean beside the obvious.
I also needed some new clothing. Badly.
There was no rooster to announce the beginning of a day, there was no light to enter the room I had slept in to indicate that a new day was dawning. There was only the intuition. And the noise beside my bed. I learned soon enough that I was actually sleeping in the “kitchen” portion of the house. My guess why there was a bed in the kitchen? Besides the living room, it must have been the warmest place in the house since there was constantly something boiling, cooking, and brewing.
Mama gryphon was always the first one to wake up so she could prepare a breakfast for the whole family and me. The breakfast itself consisted mostly of meat, some dried fruit, and a whole tankard of water. There wasn’t even bread, just the dried or cooked, unsalted meat and the occasional fruit.
And while they were eating and talking, I would always sit there silently, deep in thought. But not today. They didn’t seem uncivilized and they weren’t illiterate, as I had seen Jack a few times counting and writing something. Either they were home-schooled, or there was a school nearby. I intended to find out and perhaps attend a lesson or two. Yeah, I was already able to see it, me sitting in a room full of kids.
With a small cough I got the attention I required. Without even having to ask, Jack handed me some blank scrolls, a quill, and some ink, all of which he was keeping around if I needed something. While I wasn’t the best at drawing, I could still get the point across through simplistic caricatures and childish drawings.
I drew what I hoped looked like a school. I also drew a lot of small gryphons around it and one large gryphon with glasses, a book, and a top hat. I didn’t count on them knowing what those things, except of the book, meant, but it was still something I chuckled a little about.
They stayed silent for quite some time. I couldn’t tell if they were trying to figure out what the hell was I trying to “tell” them, or if they were contemplating what the hell I wanted to do in a school. I hadn’t really “told” them about my plans of leaving their peaceful little village and going on a grand search beyond the boundaries of what the eye could see. I hadn’t really told them anything since the search was canceled.
Jack said something out loud, blinking a few times. The others nodded in what looked like surprise. The small kid looked ecstatic, saying something repeatedly over and over again. So I tried to say it too, hopefully hinting them that I tried to learn something at least on a basic level. After all, I didn’t know how long I was going to stay in this world; if I would ever leave, that is.
I wasn’t quite successful, the whole chirping and clicking of the beak not so easily replicated with only mouth. While to them it came naturally as a part of opening and closing their beaks, I had to do it manually with my teeth. Plus it didn’t sound quite right.
They laughed a little at my try. Then Jack shrugged, turned to me and said something.
“Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that,” I replied. He just smiled that creepy smile of theirs and nodded. Oh yeah, it was learning time. God dammit, I know I’ll hate myself for this. But what must be done…
Must be done.
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The water was too damn cold, but it had to be done. I stank as all hell. 
I once read that if you want to wash with cold water, you should wash your face first to kick in some survival instinct or something like that. Well, it wasn’t working, ok? I still whimpered as the water poured all over me. I quickly got out when I was wet enough (ha, ha), and started to apply soap everywhere on my body. The soap itself was a blob of gray substance that didn’t stink, but didn’t smell nice either. Whatever it was, though, got the job done.
Another whimpering-filled shower later, I was all nice and clean. I left the “room”, as it was less than that. Wooden walls and wooden floor, while the ceiling was nothing but a cavern ceiling in which a hole has been dug. From that hole an endless stream of water was falling into another barred hole in the floor. There were about five of these rooms some ways down the mountain beneath the village. As I thought, neither of the houses seemed to possess a semblance of a bathroom. And I was right. They had public toilets and public showers like these. Why? My guess would be the lack of space. Try building a big house on a steep mountain without the aid of modern technology, even more an entire freaking village.
While I was drying in the sun and freezing my ass off in the cold wind, mama gryphon was taking care of my clothes. By that I mean, she was cleaning them off. They were turning more into rags than anything each passing day, but it was all I had. I just hoped there was a clothier in the village. There had to be.
And there was. After my clothes were clean again, Jack seemed to sense my distress over the lack of warm clothes, so he took me to the village’s tailor. We entered through a narrow door into a circular room with racks and shelves full of fabric, leather, and other tools required for tailoring. A few mannequins of different sizes were spread around the room, too. In the middle of the room was a dais with mirrors all around it.
The tailor, a rather old male gryphon with grey plumage, took some of my measurements, let me choose from a variety of different fabrics and leathers, and got to work. I noticed some weird lamps that had lumps of glowing crystals in them. They managed to illuminate the whole shop really well. Before I had a chance to take a closer look, we were ushered out of the shop. I was really interested in how those worked, but I couldn’t really ask anyone. Deciding to visit the shop later, we left.
The sun was hanging well in the middle of the sky, signaling that midday was in full swing. Plenty of time left with not much to do. I mean, there wasn’t much to do after the search had been canceled, and bothering my hosts wasn’t a good way to spend my time if I wished to sleep in a bed rather than under the open sky. 
The small cub, Thomas, must have been in school or somewhere outside, because he wasn’t home. Yes, I called it “home” now.
“Thomas?” I asked.
Mama gryphon – ugh, what name did I give her, again? I know that it was something on “J”. I’ll just call her Jessica, then.  – turned to the paper – or scroll, if you prefer – I had left earlier this morning on the table and pointed at it. On it was a picture of school I had drawn. I took it that Thomas was at school.
Jack was out somewhere, but soon enough he was back home. He nudged me to come with him, so I did. And by that I mean I was grabbed under my arms and lifted into the air. Again.
A not-so-fun moment later I was standing in front of a small building with a bell on top of it. Not surprisingly, it was made of wood painted brown and yellow. A small tower protruded from the middle of the building’s roof, a small brass bell on top of it.
I was actually surprised to see that the building had some windows. There were two windows at the front of the school, through which I could see two different rooms filled with small gryphons. Without further ado, I and Jack made our way into the building through some narrow doors.
The hall was quite big for how small the building was. Along with the lamps filled with shining crystals, childish drawings were hung on the walls on both sides. Only seven doors lined the hall, two by each side, one at the end of the hallway, and the last ones behind us. Otherwise the hall was barren of anything. I couldn’t help but clench my fists and scrunch my face a little at the depressing sight. This looked more like a prison than a place of knowledge.
We made our way to the door at the end of the hall, me and Jack being able to barely walk side by side. Jack raised his talon in a fist and gently knocked on the door a few times.
A muffled shout from the other side was all that he needed to open the door and enter. The Sun’s glare greeted me through a window directly opposite of us. The room, unlike the hall, was quite homely, the walls lined with something I haven’t seen yet—bookshelves filled with books. An oriental carpet covered the entirety of the wooden floor. Beneath the window, a leather-bound chair was occupied behind an old wooden desk.
In the chair sat – more like sprawled – a gryphon. Or should I say—a gryphoness? Oh yeah, by that look on her face I could already tell that she would be a handful, probably one of those gryphons that didn’t like me that much.
She started gibbering like a man possessed when she saw me. Jack didn’t like the tone of her voice, so he started arguing back.
“Look, people, I don’t have the time nor patience for this!” I interrupted them with a shout. That shut them up.
“I know you probably don’t like me that much, if your reaction was any indication” – I turned to the gryphoness – “but I need some knowledge of what I am getting myself into before going out there, you know?”
She didn’t know, of course, but I still hoped somewhere deep within my heart that she did. If only to experience some relief from the whole language barrier annoyance. I was really, really getting frustrated with how no one ever understood me. Thank God for the power of gesticulation at least.
Then she raised a talon to her chin, furrowing her brows. I noticed that gryphones really like to play with their chins or something, because whenever I saw a gryphon concentrate they usually stroke their chin with their claws. Jack stood like a soldier on guard, unmoving, unyielding.
At long last she flicked her talon away at Jack and me. Jack inclined his head a little, the corners of his beak raised somewhat. Looked like the mission was a success.
Not long after that whole awkward situation, and another flight of dread, a knock on the door interrupted me. Jack had flown somewhere again, leaving me with his wife in the house. Since Jessica was cookin’ up something again, I decided to raise my ass from the floor and answer the door.
“Hold your horses,” I muttered under my breath as I reached out toward the door and swung it open.
Behind the door stood an older-looking gryphon, gray plumage with yellow dark strip of feathers running from his neck down over his chest, abdomen and all the way to the fluff at the end of his tail. In one claw he was holding a number of books.
He said something, to which I raised an eyebrow. He let himself in, apparently thinking that I was inviting him for some reason.
“Please, do come in,” I said aloud, irony lacing every word, as he was already behind me. I pushed the door shut.
He seemed to know where to go, as he made his way into the living room where I was resting mere moments ago. I followed him, and so did Jessica who seemed not even slightly troubled that someone had let himself in without as much as giving a hello. Was I missing something?
Jessica and the bookworm exchanged a few clicks and words, to which Jessica left the room. That left me and him standing there. He seated himself on the floor right across me, so I did the same. It hurt my ass, but still better than standing I guess.
He pulled out a lamp with a shining crystal out from a small bag that was previously hidden beneath his wing, so it escaped my notice. He put it near the stash of books he had brought with himself. As I settled my eyes on them, I saw a lot of books with a lot of pictures and colorful text. And I immediately knew it was going to be fun.
It wasn’t. He didn’t realize I could not read their strange alphabet, so we had to start with that rather than dipping into the language itself. I don’t know how to describe the style of their writing. It had a lot of lines, though. And as he was reading them, he seemed to make no clicking sounds at all. In fact, it sounded like a whole different language. I would have asked, but… you know.
As he was making me read and memorize the sounds of all those letters, he was also trying to make me write a few words, probably to get a hang of writing the different letters in fast succession. It did not go too well.
And that was one lesson. He left me some of the books so I could list through them and do some heavy studying. And that was how I spent the rest of my day.
A week later, I had a whole better grasp of their language. I would dare say, I got some basics down. The language that dude was teaching me wasn’t so hard. It wasn’t easy either, though, as I had to figure out most of it by myself, as he couldn’t just explain it to me. Don’t get me wrong, though. I still knew jack shit. I barely had the basic grammar down, much less any words that I could use. But I was dedicated to learning as much as I could, however I feared time was not on my side.
Though, we weren’t learning just the language. He showed me a lot of maps, detailing the known regions of the world. And let me tell you, it looked nothing like Earth. Go figure.
He also showed me a book filled with different animals. I wanted to see what wondrous creatures occupied this world and wanted to learn as much about them as I could. But… there were just too many. I am talking hundreds of them. From freaking dragons to the smallest of critters, this world sure was colorful in its variety of mythical species. I did a double-take on the whole dragon business. This world just got a whole lot more dangerous. I think I also saw a unicorn in there.
Another week passed, and my restlessness grew.
“Frell this, I need to get going,” I whispered into the wind, an edge in my voice. What would you have me do? The longer I waited, the higher the chances of finding my brother’s battered body somewhere by a road. And the more paranoid I got. These gryphons were warming up to me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of some hidden conspiracy against me going on. That feeling came out of nowhere, but it was still there and it made me do irrational things.
I was currently overlooking the forest, a shimmering green sea in the breeze, and thinking about what I had so far. A basic knowledge of language? I could already say a few words and I was getting a hang of the delicate, yet easy to understand infrastructure that made this strange language. It wasn’t taxing on the mind or on the tongue, so it was “going in” easy, so to speak. It still sounded like rubbish to me, though. With permission (through some intense gesturing) I was able to keep a map or two of the local region, which would come in handy once I was on the road.
I also got a few matching pairs of clothing done, mostly leather, but also some wool for the colder weather. All I needed was a bag, a weapon, and some food and drink. Water was here aplenty, so I would need something to store it in.
A deep breath to clear my thoughts, and I made my way inside the cottage.
Jack looked up to me as I passed him sitting neatly in the hay couch, reading something.
“I need a bag,” I replied to his questioning look. Did I mention I could finally read their faces?
“Help?” he said in Balderdash, as I liked to call the language.
“Yes.” I picked up a random bag with a strap. I beat a fist against it a few times while saying, “to me,” because I didn’t know how to say “for”.
He started to stroke his chin, before a smile graced his face.
Soon enough, I found myself at the tailor again. Except that we were in a completely different section of the building. What I realized was that this was really the entrance, and the way me and Jack entered the building previously must have been the back entrance. I figured the tailor probably didn’t want me to be seen with him previously, for whatever reason.
There, on all different kinds of mannequins and racks were displayed different types of clothing and accessories, along with the things I needed, like a bag that I could drab over my back and a waterskin. Huzzah.
I didn’t have any money, but that wasn’t really a problem. Jack was an awesome guy that seemed to insist on paying this for me. He had probably already guessed why I wanted those things by the time he was done buying them. The bag itself wasn’t really that big, but it was the only one that I could comfortably wear, so I had to get only the really essential things.
Then we went shopping into some other stores and a blacksmith. First we managed to secure one of those crystal lanterns. I tried to get the crystal out of it, but Jack batted my hand away with a firm shake of his head, scowling.
He also got me a small, short rope, flint and steel, some lightweight blankets, some dried meat and ancient-looking bread. Finally, we glided down to a plateau higher up the valley, where a not-so-small house stood. What struck me as odd, though, was that it wasn’t made of wood, but stone. Jack pushed inside through the front, wooden doors, and I followed him.
The heat inside was a complete surprise to me when I stepped over the threshold. It was like entering tropical savanna, a stark contrast to the cold outside. I coughed a little as the hot stale air assaulted my lungs. I could also taste iron.
Around the room hanged racks and display shields with different things, from tools to weapons. I didn’t really care for the tools as much as for the ample selection of weapons. From the smallest of carving knives, through axes, to two-handed swords; it was all there. Upon closer inspection I even noticed some rather strange and exotic weapons, like a trident, a whip, an awl, and so on.
“Holy hell,” I breathed out, looking around frantically. Jack seemed unfazed, but looked rather amused when he looked at me and my open mouth.
Behind a counter in the middle of the room stood a young gryphon that had a dirtied apron tied around his neck and chest, looking tired.
A banging could be heard from the closed doors behind him.
Jack walked over to him with short, deliberate steps, a business-like aura emitting from him. He seemed wary of the young gryphon, just as the gryphon was wary of me. Yeah, he didn’t trust me and he made no effort to hide it.
Jack engaged him in a conversation, sometimes gesturing at the different weapon racks. They bickered for a while, until the young gryphon sighed and, with downcast head, lead us to the racks. He turned to me and asked something. I guessed he asked something along of what I wanted to get.
It was a tough decision. One couldn’t go wrong with a standard sword, of course. And that would be my first go-to weapon, but I really wanted to try the different weapons.
I tried to flail around a… well, a flail. I almost instantly made my head a pudding, so I put it away with an almost reverence. I couldn’t imagine myself fighting with that without hurting myself much.
A mace was, well, a mace. The head of the mace menaced with spikes. It was basically the flail without a chain. I put it back almost immediately. There were some other maces that were just plain blunt weapons. I thought about getting one, as I didn’t really want to kill anyone sapient.
I sifted through the other kinds of weapons, like daggers, axes, pole-arms, two-handed weapons, iron-reinforced clubs—also with menacing spikes. I even tried the trident.
In the end I settled on a small one-handed axe that could also be utilized outside of battle, a really small dagger that could be hidden somewhere on my body quite easily, and a blunt mace for the more serious combat. I didn’t take a sword, not only because I didn’t want to overstay my welcome on Jack’s wallet, but also because I didn’t know how to fight with a sword, at all. Yeah, movies and video games do show you something, but it’s nothing like the reality of holding one. I wouldn’t be able to defend myself with one even if I wanted to. At least with a small dagger and a small axe I had the advantage of speed and mobility. And the mace could do some serious damage without killing, though I would still need to be careful with it. A good placed strike could kill just as easily as any other weapon.
“What the hell am I doing?” I muttered under my breath while I was holding the dagger in one hand, and the axe and mace in the other. The dagger came with a sheath and a strap, while the axe and mace came only with a strap with which I could wrap it around my waist or something. I would have to be careful not to accidentally chop myself into pieces on the axe.
I tenderly sat on Jack’s back again, my legs tightly clasped around his sides and chest. Even after all this time, I still would get all jittery when taking off into the air. The fear of height was just rooted too deeply inside my psyche.
Another tears-inducing flight later, and we were back in the cottage, just in time to have another lesson with my “professor”. He was a cool guy, but stern and easily frustrated. Didn’t like me, but that didn’t stop him from coming again and again. I think he saw me as some kind of challenge, a puzzle to be solved, a jigsaw to be completed.
All in all, it was shaping up to be one hell of a journey. After all, an entirely different world lay out there, filled with wonders deemed impossibly on Earth. I couldn’t help but be taken aback in awe.
But then I remember why I was here, and my throat clenches.
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“What is this?”
In front of me, on the wooden family table, stood a broad mug filled to the brim with some kind of liquid. Jack, who had passed me the mug, looked at me with stone face, but in the corner of my eye I could see Paul snickering like all hell. When I did nothing for the next minute but stare, Jack’s poker face started to break up, a small smile tugging at the corners of his beak. He ushered me to drink it by pushing the mug closer to me.
With a sigh I grabbed the mug in both of my hands. It was warm to the touch. And, when I gave it a closer look, I could see small wisps of smoke rising from the surface of the liquid. Oh. Hell. No.
“I ain’t drinkin’ this,” I said, shaking my head. I pushed the mug back to the center of the table. Thomas, who was sitting near Jack, looked downright heartbroken. He gazed at me with big, tears-filled eyes, his beak quivering a little. And the abyss gazed into me.
“No,” I still said defiantly in Balderdash, holding onto my manliness for whatever it was worth. I tore my eyes away from Thomas’ puppy face, not wanting my resolve to break under its terrible iron fist.
Jack pushed the mug back to me with the tips of his talons, a fatherly smile gracing his face. Thomas went into overdrive with his puppy face, and Paul’s reassuring claw on my shoulder finally beat me to it.
“God dammit,” I cursed before chugging it inside me.
Magma mixed with 99% alcohol would be the best way to describe what was now pouring down my throat. I threw the accursed mug across the room, barely missing Jack who ducked just in time, a grin plastered all over his stupid face.
With a final scream of pain, rage, and freaking fire shooting out of my mouth, I fell onto the floor just as the others did the same in laughter. Before I could pass out I flipped them the bird.

I was sitting in my usual spot overlooking the forest when a feathered, adorable ball approached me. I didn’t really notice him until he climbed up onto my lap.
“Hello there, little guy,” I cooed and started petting him and rubbing his back. Cute squeaks were the reward for my work, and it was all I could ask for. I mean, this little fella was the cutest thing I have ever had the chance of seeing in person. And I’ve seen a lot of cute.
We were sitting there like that for some time before he got up and started tugging with his beak at my pants.
“Want me to go with you?” I got up and went after him, but he flew somewhere behind some huge rocks and shrubs and out of my sight. I immediately ran after him, my heart beating like a drum. Man, was I out of shape!
“Hey!” I yelled after him as I ran between the rocks and shrubs into a narrow mountain path, panting a little as I did so.
“Thomas?”
Nothing but the wind answered me. Suddenly a shrub ahead of me rustled. Then another shrub behind me. And then another, and another, and another.
“What’s going on?” Unsurprisingly, I was a little frightened.
Suddenly, a war cry that was more like an adorable squeak echoed through the valley and a dozen fluffy balls attacked me.
“On no, the bandits of adorableness! Abandon all hope!” I yelled as I faked running away from them. I was deliberately slow and I might have slipped on purpose. Soon I was overwhelmed with fluffiness and softness, their tiny claws tickling me. I laughed like mad and so did they.
It was awesome.

“Please!” I yelled as he chased me. I ducked just in time to avoid his claws from grabbing me. He just laughed.
“This isn’t funny!”
Of course, he just replied with another unsuccessful attempt to grab me.
“You bastard!”
There was a fire inside my lungs and I was practically choking as I couldn’t breathe hard enough. My heart was an excellent player of war drums, I discovered. I was also close to retching. It sucked, but it was still better than getting-
“No!” I screamed as I felt two claws enclosing both of my arms in their grasp. Soon enough, there was nothing solid under my feet. Panic started to settle in, but I cut it out just in time to stop myself from wriggling in his grasp. I knew better now.
Before I could blink, we were flowing over a glistening surface of water. It was a lake, hidden behind one of the mountains. My throat tightened and I gulped audibly as I realized what he was about to do.
“Paul! Listen to me!” I yelled over the whistling wind and his giggling. Damn that gryphon.
Suddenly he stopped, floating in place a few meters over the water. I hear the grin in his voice as he spoke something. His hold on my arms loosened.
“No! Please!” I pleaded to him.
“No! Please!” I pleaded once again, but this time in my mother tongue.
“Yes,” he whispered into my ear.
“No! Paul! Please no! I can’t swim” – one claw came free and I was left hanging by one arm – “I can’t swim, you idiot!” And that was all I managed to yell before I fell down in a wordless scream.
The fall was as long as an eternity, and when I finally broke the surface, I managed to take one final breath before plunging into the dark depths.
I was immediately swallowed by the icy water, and the surface closed upon me like the jaws of a predator. In a single moment slowed down by the fresh adrenaline pumping through my veins, I beheld the beauty of it all. The crystal clear water, the rays of sunlight piercing the watery depths, the occasional fish; I’ve seen it all.
And in another moment, I flailed myself to and above the water’s surface, where I managed to stay long enough to take another breath before sinking in once again. And just then I got a cramp in my left calf. Son of a gun!
I instinctively clutched my leg and screamed into the water in pain, which resulted in me expelling the remaining oxygen in my lungs into the water around. I started sinking deeper, and panic settled in. I was still fighting, seeing nothing but bubbles around me, when something broke through the water and caught one of my thrashing arms.
A few seconds later, I could breathe again as I was pulled away from the water’s cold clutches. I was coughing heavily until I was unceremoniously dropped again. This time I landed on my feet, which didn’t help me much. I sank onto the ground like a bag of potatoes, still coughing.
Paul immediately got to me, clearly concerned. He was younger than me, but if I had to guess, he was old enough. I was tired, angry, and nearly drowned. 
I turned around and punched him in the face, lightly and in a way that wouldn’t do much damage. I didn’t want to sucker punch him. You know, just some bro-on-bro conversation. Speaking in Testosterone.
“Suck it, bird face.”

I was getting sick tired of eating meat all the time, but apart from some fruit and pastry, there wasn't much to eat. Pastry must have been really expensive, because from what I saw they didn’t grow any kind of grain here.
Jack said something in Gryphonian, whereas everybody at the table fell silent. Everyone looked at him, before his eyes sparkled; corners of his beak curled upward, and said something more.
I learned that they didn’t really use cutlery unless there was a special occasion, which this wasn’t.
Then everybody fell silent again, and did nothing but look ahead like soldiers. I patiently waited until it began.
Thomas, being the youngest and with the least amount of patience, broke first. He grabbed the juicy stake with both of his claws and started devouring it like a madman, and in turn everyone at the table did the same. I just sighed as bits of meat and blood flew everywhere.
I didn’t bother dodging.
I just picked my piece of meat that was roasted, because they knew by now that I didn’t eat raw meat, and like a civilized being, ate bit by bit. The taste was getting on my nerves now, but I was hungry and it was all they had right now.
Just then, a particularly big piece landed on my forehead. I patiently ate as the piece slid down my face.
Damn, have I got one hell of a poker face or what?

The toilets. Oh God, the toilets!
No. Nope. Not talking about that. Ever.

“Paul, let it go,” I said calmly. Right now, there were three teenage gryphons in front of us, blocking our path. I recognized bullies when I saw them.
In every damn village, I swear.
Paul, of course, wasn’t listening to me. Perhaps because I was speaking in English, or perhaps because he was so focused on the three gryphons in front of us that he paid no mind to anything but them. They didn’t look like the normal, stereotypical bullies though, more like gryphons whose fear of me was indoctrinated. There was an alien fire in their eyes, and I could see their ragged breaths. They both feared and hated me.
I couldn’t care less.
“Why are you so adamant on protecting me from some idiots?” I asked, more myself than him. 
They squabbled like small children for some time, exchanging who knows how creative insults. It seemed to be boiling down to a fight. I didn’t want to fight. While I was towering over them head and shoulders, their strength was greater than mine. Also, they could fly.
However, if push came to shove, I would help Paul. It was the least I could do.
The gryphons didn’t seem to want to fight either, so they turned around and left. Paul kept piercing them with his eyes until they flew far enough. Then he turned and stormed past me, quite visibly shaking. Whether it was from fear, rage or adrenaline, I couldn’t tell.
But it did strengthen our friendship, that’s for sure.

I wasn’t dead weight, though. I would often help around the house when I had nothing to do. I would help Jack and Jessica, helping with repairs or cleaning. I would also sometimes help cook up something, but there wasn’t a whole lot to do with the resources at hand.
And that was practically all I could do. There was no garden to attend to, and I couldn’t get anywhere without a pair of wings.
I just hoped it was enough to repay my debt to them.
Oh, and I also played a lot with Thomas. That cute furball was a bunch of trouble, but nothing someone like me couldn’t handle. I grew attached to him rather quickly, if only because he reminded me of my brother.
Holy heavens, my brother… where are you?

Everyone was asleep already, only my brain decided that sleep was for the weak and so refused to shut down.
“Stupid brain, go to sleep!” I muttered as I moved my tired legs over the bed’s frame and onto the floor. With a heavy sigh I propped myself up with my arms. A wave of weakness hit me and for a second I could see nothing but blackness from the sudden rush of blood into my brain. I wavered a little on my feet.
I was also getting hungry. And of course, there was nothing else but meat. Meat, meat, meaty meat. So I just nicked some strips from the cords hanging all across the kitchen’s – and my bedroom’s – ceiling.
Fun fact, they don’t have toothbrushes and toothpaste. Instead, what they have is this sort of small brush (imagine toilet brush) that fits into their beak and then they just rotate, or something. They acquired me one after the first few days when my teeth started aching like hell. In place of toothpaste was some sort of plant extract that stank, but apparently did the job well enough.
I wobbled into the “bathroom”, which was nothing more than a primitive sink and a bucket of water. So basically, there was no bathroom, as I had previously.
I just finished cleaning my teeth again, when loud squeaking woke me up. The kind gryphons made when they were hurt. I once witnessed Thomas crying, and what was coming from his cute beak was akin to the noises I was hearing now, so I did the sensible thing at the moment. I abandoned all hope my hygiene and ran to the stairs that went up.
Maybe it will sound strange, but I never really did go up there except once, when I was helping Jack repair something. All I know was that up there was a small hall with three small rooms that actually had wooden doors, unlike the whole first floor.
I slowly ascended the stairs into the narrow hallway, where a grown gryphon would barely fit. Why didn’t they buy or build a bigger house when they clearly needed it was beyond me. They didn’t seem poor, as all they wanted they could afford to buy.
Another squeak and I burst through the door of one of the rooms.
Jumpin’ Jesus on a pogo stick! I should have known. I should have known, but in my bleariness and sleepiness I didn’t realize.
Needless to say, I learned a whole lot about gryphon biology that day, and that their spines are more flexible than they should be.

I am not even going to say anything about the time when Griffins decided to go on a family trip slash picnic into the forest, and how they decided to haul me with them. It was a hellish day of constant survival, life and death situations, and meat pies.

	
		Chapter 6: Even a journey of a thousand miles...


			Author's Notes: 
It's been a while, so here's a short chapter to fill in the void!
Why did it take so long, you ask (you probably don't)?
Well, McStuffins took a look at my previous chapters and proofread them (which took some time)! Just like he proofread this chapter!



Sitting again at my usual place, because I had nothing better to do, I pondered about the circumstances of my upcoming journey. Did I have everything I needed? Was I missing something?
A silhouette against the afternoon sky interrupted my thoughts. Squinting a little, I noticed that the shape was getting closer. And it flew straight at me.
My first instinct was to duck, to hide behind a rock from the to-be attacker. Perhaps someone finally decided to take their hatred for me to a whole new level. I didn’t know if I should feel flattered or scared. Thankfully, I had decided to keep my dagger around my midsection, hidden from sight by my baggy shirt, at all times. One could never be careful enough, etc.
Following my instincts, I leapt down from my sitting place and soon enough my ass was uncomfortably pressed against the cold ground instead – right behind a giant boulder. My right hand went under my shirt until I felt the leathery handle of my dagger.
My fears vaporized when the gryphon made an amazingly smooth landing where I had been sitting just a moment before.
“Dammit, Jack!” I breathed out and left my hiding place, hand no longer on the dagger’s grip.
“Hi!” He practically yelled out, skipping in place in excitement.
“Hello to you, too.”
Before anything else could be said – not that there was much else to say – he patted his back a few times. Rolling my eyes, I went over to him and seated myself on his back. My hands gripped the plumage of his neck and… Wait. Was that blood? 
I yelped and it took all my acrobatic skills not to fall off when he suddenly lurched forward, wings extended. He must have been really excited. Normally he would give me at least a small warning, so I knew when to pray to God that I wouldn’t fall.
But one thing I learned from all those flights was that the ability to fly without planes or any devices was… overwhelmingly enjoyable. It was freedom. And while I clung to the gryphon for my dear life out of fear, I couldn’t help but yell in both fear and happiness when he dove into an opening in the tree canopy.
But soon enough, my cries of adrenaline were replaced with squeals of pain as the twigs of trees assaulted me from all sides. Damned things slashed me across my back and arms, scratching them a little.
Jack squawked and landed in a little clearing with absolutely no trees. Why the hell he decided to go through the trees was beyond me. But from the ephemeral little smile of his, I had a pretty good guess why. Masochist. I could practically see the words in his eyes, “All in good fun.”
When I stopped shaking, I finally noticed the acrid smell of metal in the air. The unmistakable stench of a certain red substance. Jack seemed to notice that I noticed, because he stepped over to me and nodded. I didn’t exactly know why he did that, but I still nodded anyway.
He rolled his eyes and nodded again. It took me a second to process that he wasn’t really nodding at me, but rather at something behind me. So, I turned around.
And lo and behold, a pitiful sight lay under the forest’s shadow. Matted brown coat riddled with slashes oozing drying blood. A back leg swollen and bent into the wrong direction. Broken antlers.
But the worst… the worst was the face. Soulless, black pools of eyes wide open, and a grimace, one of pure terror, etched into its face.
Has it been… had it been sapient?
No, it couldn’t, some part of me reasoned. I’ve known Jack for a little while now. He wasn’t a brute; a killer. He was a family person. He would never kill anything sapient. After all, he didn’t kill me, a completely strange and unknown creature.
A shiver crawled down my spine as I beheld the deer once more in its full, terrifying glory, a display of death.
With a leap of his wings, Jack jumped over to the deer, a certain pride to his movements. After all those weeks, I forgot that he was still a predator. A hunter.
And in that moment, where he stood above the bloodied corpse, I could see the unveiled beast of prey. And boy, would I hate to not be on his side.
Slowly turning his head to me, a talon raised, beckoning me closer. With a small gulp and an urge to discard my lunch, my legs carried me over to his side. Then, from behind the corpse, he pulled out a freaking skinning knife. He held it in his talons with a certain reverence to it. And with just a single look, I could see that it had been used. Extensively.
And then he handed it to me. At first I shook my head, but he was pretty insistent. By that I mean that he practically shoved it into my face, his eyes hardened into a piercing gaze. I mean, what was I supposed to do but take the knife?
What followed next was kind of bloody. No, wait, it was really bloody. When his talons were no longer occupied, he picked the corpse by its back legs, and with some ropes – that were too placed behind the corpse – tied them to some of the sturdier branches of the tree, the deer’s abdomen facing us.
I don’t know if you’ve ever seen someone butcher anything before, but it isn’t nice. Especially when Jack wanted me to do it all mostly by myself, him only sometimes guiding me.
Those soulless eyes haunted my nightmares that night. But the trade off was worth it, I guess. Now I knew how to butcher animals, and all those animal-like sapient beings.
Yay, me… yay, me.

After three weeks of showering in nothing but cold water, I got somewhat cold resistant. The mountain wind no longer bothered me. But that might have been because of all the clothes I wore.
Paul and I were just returning from one of these showers, when a commotion stirred his flight path to all that ruckus.
Our arrival, however, made a ruckus of its own. You see, there were some new gryphons that I had never seen before. And also a miniature pegasus.
I think my jaw dropped a little as I watched the small creature while Paul went in for a landing. And when we finally landed, everything went silent. God, I hate those awkward silences.
If the carts full of stuff weren’t any indication, the outfits those gryphons and the pony wore would be more than enough to tell me who they were. By the way they they looked at me, they’ve probably never seen a creature like me before, which only solidified my belief that I was the only human far and wide. I didn’t know if that was good or really bad – considering my brother.
“Hello.” I raised my right hand a little and waved it. Must’ve been a funny display, me sitting on Paul and jerking my hand back and forth.
“Good day,” one of them replied uncertainly. Hah, I actually understood that.
“And that is where my knowledge of that language ends,” I added just for the comedic value of being able to say whatever the hell I want without anyone understanding a single word I said. Hey, at least the language barrier isn’t all that useless.
I tried to get off Paul, but as the universe would have it, I had to make a complete ass of myself. I stumbled a little, not enough to fall, but enough to hurl me forward and right into… Jack. Thank God it was Jack at least.
When I straightened myself, finally, I didn’t even bother to try to look like I fit or something. I just didn’t care. The first impression was now swimming somewhere at the bottom of the sea of shame.
“Nice weather today, right?” I barked a forced laugh, hoping they would catch onto it and laugh too. Laughter was, after all, infectious. But damn, they had to have one hell of an immunity system, because instead of falling into fits of giggling, they just kept staring, dumbfounded.
Soon enough, my mirthless chuckle died a horrible death and silence reigned supreme again. I also realized something.
Diseases could become a huge problem. A completely different planet with different flora and fauna would probably have different diseases and stuff, too. I was either incredibly lucky so far, or maybe our worlds weren’t so different after all.
Or, I had one hell of an immunity system, too. I really hoped it was the last one. Dying of alien diseases wouldn’t be anything pleasant.
Thankfully, before the silence could kill us all, the children came. A wave of adorableness and feather-balls hit us all like a tsunami, and soon enough the air was filled with merriment. The adults quickly caught onto the sudden change of mood and the bartering began once again.
Unnoticed, I moved out of the crowd, searching for the creature that had drawn my attention earlier. While it was smaller than the gryphons, it was more colorful than most of them, so finding it wasn’t so hard. And I discovered that I wasn’t the only one looking for a strange creature. So, instead of following it, I made it follow me. Making sure it saw me, which wasn’t all that hard, I made my way to the edge of the crowd. My tired legs made me sit down on a smooth rock that was placed conveniently near three others of similar sizes and smoothness.
It didn’t take long before the pegasus sat down next to me, looking anywhere but at me. I didn’t have that problem, so I just looked directly at it.
“What?” was the only thing that came to my mind out of all the words I knew. Which was the problem. I didn’t know any.
It muttered something.
“Yeah, I don’t speak moon language.”
That made it look up at me. And holy hell, those eyes. It was like staring into two satellites. They were big and just… big. How did those even fit into its head?
She spoke, this time loud enough for me to hear it. And yeah, it was a “she”, alright.
And that’s where my plan ended, really. I didn’t know what much to say, or do. I was really curious about her, but there was no way for me to ask. Hey, now I knew not to try to buy a horse or something. At least not legally. Not that I would try to… or anything like that.
The pegasus seemed to hit the end of her patience, as she slowly got up.
“Peter,” I said suddenly, right hand extended towards her. She kinda raised an eyebrow – an actual eyebrow – at me, so I said my name again while pattering my chest with my left hand. Her eyes lit up with comprehension and she said something, presumably her name, and lightly bumped the top of my fingers with her hoof. That worked too, I guess.
Now, with the formalities out of the way, the chokingly awkward atmosphere vanished altogether. She actually smiled, which  seemed a whole lot more normal than a gryphon’s, so I smiled too.
She turned around, tilting her head a little. I realized she was telling me to follow her, and I did. We cut through the crowd like a hot knife through butter. Wherever we went, the gryphons spread out to make space for us, hushed whispers following in our wake.
She stopped near a little cart, smaller than the gryphons’. It was packed full, though, and covered with a blanket that was tied around the cart. With a swift movement of her jaws, she somehow untied it all and let the blanket drop, revealing trinkets and small chests/cases of all kind.
Using her hooves, the pegasus opened one of the small jewelry cases. And holy hell, she was freaking rich! Gold, jewels, even honest-to-god diamonds!
With a bored expression, she sifted through the fortune like it was nothing, until she found something at the bottom of the case. Her eyes brightened and she pulled out a rolled up scroll tied with a red string. She held it in in the crevice between her bent hoof and ergot.
“What is it?” I asked, and as if sensing my question, she handed it over to me. The yellowy scroll looked rather new, so I didn’t have to fear about it crumbling at my touch. I undid the tie and let the scroll unroll. 
On it was a drawing.
A drawing of a human child.
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Holy hell and all that’s holier. A freakin’ picture of a human child. Or, to be more precise, a drawing of a human child. And while the face of the child was rather indescribable and so I had no way of knowing whether it was a drawing of my brother or not, it still kindled a warmth within my soul.
“Where?” The simplest question that could yield the most important answer.
She was thinking ahead of me, already pulling a map from somewhere by her teeth. Oddly enough, no saliva stained the old parchment. With a motion too quick to a human eye, the parchment rolled open down from her mouth and onto the gravel beneath her hooves. From a quick look, before she lowered the map completely onto the ground, I was able to identify the village of… something – meaning the village I had been occupying with my mighty presence for a while now – I honestly couldn’t read their written language just yet, but I did identify the set of glyphs that matched those of the signs spread around the borders of the village.
I stepped over to get a closer look, my shadow menacing upon the yellow, grainy texture of the map. I could see upon closer inspection that it had been used extensively, tears and hoofprints all over the map, sometimes making certain places illegible, or wiping some towns, lakes and other smaller locations off the map completely. But the most important bits were all there. 
She jabbed a hoof at far corner of the map, to which I turned my gaze. Lifting her hoof a little, I beheld a big dot, a huge city, its name an elaborate, yet beautiful series of glyphs. The regality of it screamed at me. I memorized the glyphs.
“Thank you.” A bow, a smile of gratitude, and I was off to find Paul or Jack to take me back home. There wasn’t time to waste. The journey had to begin, and it had to begin now if I wished to increase the likelihood of my brother being alive.
“Home.” The word didn’t need translation, as the meaning of all it represented was enough to get across all the language barriers of the world. One of the dearest things in everyone’s life. One’s home. It could change, it could be denied, it could be inaccessible, but one always needed a home, no matter what. Be it the place you were born, the house you grew up in, the room you had sub-leased, the place where your friends were, the road you wandered on. If one doesn’t have a home, then the person suffers greatly.
The word was muttered, the wings were spread, and soon enough, Paul and I were on our merry way “home”. Soon, though, soon it would not be so. The road was to become my next home.
I could see the questions ravaging in his head. The youngling must have sensed that something about me had changed. I would, too. Suddenly, the surety of someone with a clear goal laced my every step, my stride the stride of those confident in their mission.
The crooked doors opened, letting light and the smell of mountain grass into the dwelling, banishing the stale smell of smoked meat. From the room to my left, the clicking of dishes, pots, and other various cooking necessities could be heard banging to the rhythm of a chirpingly-joyful singing. Jessica was cooking again, and boy did she enjoy herself.
We went right to the living room, where Thomas was destroying the house by attempting to dance to his mother’s song. Even through his malignant annihilation of all that stood in his way, he still managed to make it incredibly cute. His older sibling didn’t seem to share the same opinion, as he immediately sidestepped me and caught his brother in a mid-leap by his wing, stopping him.
My gear lay silent in the corner, packed and prepared to be taken at short notice, should I wish to leave this place in a flash. Before I knew it, I strapped my mace to my right hip, it being my main go-to weapon, and held the rucksack in both my hands. The brothers eyed me carefully, almost sadly.
“It’s time,” I tried to explain. Their eyes pierced me and I had to look away. “Preparations need to be made.” Muttering under my breath, I went back outside into the sun, where I could rummage through my rucksack and see if I had everything in it. Blankets, flint and steel, a carving knife – as if I didn’t have enough weapons already – that Jack had given me after my first…
I shuddered a breath as the unpleasant memory of a deer slowly bleeding to its death flashed behind my closed eyelids.
“Holy hell.” Another trembling breath later and I stocked the knife neatly into its sheath and wrapped it in one of the blankets, preventing it from finding another hiding place within my back should I slip and fall onto the rucksack.
A small, but clean rag folded into a small package that hid the specially-prepared meat and bread was there, too. The food smelled and looked just as good as it had the moment I bought it. On top of it all were some of my new cloths. 
And that was pretty much all for the inside of the backpack.
On one side of the bag hung the small axe that I intended as more of a tool than a weapon. The whole top of the axe was wrapped around in leather—only the wooden handle was left unprotected. Beneath it, a moderately thick and not-so-long rope dangled in the air.
On the other side, to counterbalance the axe and the rope, the waterskin and the lantern were tied to one of the many straps. The crystal inside wasn’t shining for some reason. But I had time to figure that out later. The waterskin was filled to its maximum capacity with crystal-clear mountain water. Way better than back on Earth.
I was as ready as I could be. Well, no, I could’ve stayed here longer, learn more about the world, the language, the herbage etc., but time was ever-so fleeting. And the time for my stay here has run out.
When I finally checked on everything and turned around, the entire Griffin family was standing at the threshold to their small house. They stood there, staring at me with unreadable expressions. Except for Thomas who started crying, somehow sensing that I was preparing to leave. He ran up to me, leapt and grabbed onto my leg. The rest of the family soon followed and I was buried under claws and feathers of my friends. Even Jessica joined in on the group hug.
Honestly, I was shocked. I hadn’t been anticipating such strong reactions from them. Yes, they housed me; yes, they fed me, and yes, they became my friends. But the tears were all too surprising.
They all pulled away, except for Thomas, and I could see their faces. Jack’s expression was nothing short of assuring, his beak laden with a small sad smile. He just nodded when my eyes met his. Jessica was somewhat indifferent, but even she had grown on to me. She was smiling, too, but unlike Jack’s it was more the “good luck” sort of smile.
Well, Thomas was spilling his heart out, something to be expected of a small kid such as him. His eyes were pleading to me, asking me to stay. But deep down, in those pools of misty blue, the truth that he knew I couldn’t stay was there.
Paul was a different story, though. Instead of sadness, as I was expecting, he looked rather determined. Yes, he was sad, but the determination was there, still. Almost instantly, I knew what he was up to. I’ve read enough books to know where this was going. He just sort of bowed and walked back into the house. I think the others just interpreted his departure as him being unable to handle all those feels. I knew better.
And while we’re talking about emotions, I was kinda overwhelmed myself. A tear or two escaped the confines of my eyes.
Why? Why did they do what they did? Why did they save me, an unknown creature?
I wanted to know so damn much. This was beyond “the kindness of strangers”. There had to be something more behind Jack’s decision to help me than he let up. What was it?
The questions bounced in my thoughts, waiting to be asked, needing to be answered. But my tongue could not ask.
“Dammit, Jack. You glorious bastard.” I hung my head and let the tears fall down. I’ve never been good at goodbyes.
When I looked up again, Jack was looking at me sideways, his wings let loose down his sides. He would do it whenever he took me on a flight, allowing me to settle onto his back more easily.
In one of his talons he held a map, probably waiting for me to tell him where I was headed.
But first, there was a little bundle still attached to my leg. Crouching down so my head was level with his, I hugged him for the last time.
“I have to go now. Take care, Thomas.” With a gentle stroke of his head plumage, he let me go, so I stood up again.
Stepping up to Jack, I tapped the city on the map with my index finger. His eyebrows went up a little, but he nodded.
With nothing else said, I climbed onto his back and we took off. For the last time, I looked back on the ground, where Jessica and Thomas stood waving at me. I waved back, and then we swooped down the valley.
The journey has begun.

And then… he was gone. A silhouette against the afternoon sun, far above the canopy of trees.
We’ve flown for about half an hour, before he dropped me off onto a path at the edge of the huge forest. We’d said our goodbyes, his fatherly smile ever present. One last hug, a nod, and he was off.
So, here I was, the path of trampled dirt ahead of me. In the distance, I could see mountains raise up high into the sky like the jaws of a predator. Somewhere in that direction my destination lay. And, like every journey, I made the first step. Then another.
My heart aflutter, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth, the weight of my rucksack, and the crunching of gravel and dirt beneath my shoes that I’ve had custom-tailored; it all gave me a sort of assurance that everything was going to be just fine.
The boots themselves weren’t all that great, but it was better than the slippers I’ve arrived with into this world. The soles were soft and thin, so I could feel everything that I stepped on—especially the sharp gravel. But after almost four weeks of walking in slippers or bare-footed, I kinda got used to it. No, wait, I didn’t get used to it. You can’t get used to it. All you can do is bear the pain until you build up some pain resilience and the skin on your feet hardens.
Though the pain was easy to ignore with the sight of rolling green meadows all around me, and an occasional tree standing an eternal guard over the scenery. Truly something I would remember with tears of joy in my deathbed.
And then, another shadow befell me, the silhouette of a bird high up in the sky, against the Sun, so I wasn’t able to see anything. Perhaps…
The shadow got bigger and soon enough the sound of beating winds and heavy breathing could be heard. Now I could see what has come to visit me. Heh, that rhymed.
To leave you without suspense, it was Paul, just as I had expected. As I said, the first time I met him I could already feel his adventurous spirit. It was only a matter of time before an opportunity presented itself for him to leave his home and boring village life behind. I was that opportunity.
And I didn’t like it. Unlike me, he had a life here, and he was throwing it all away for a chase for shadows. It’ll be a dangerous road, not to mention how long it could take. Sure, there was a picture of some human child, but was it the picture of my brother? Was it even from that town, or was it handed down from merchant to merchant, coming from who knows where?
I was grasping for straws, but it was all I could grab onto while hopelessness was dragging me under.
So, when he finally settled down and looked at me, I made sure I had the most disappointed expression I could muster.
“Go home, Paul.” Oh wow, the scowl in my voice could practically melt fire.
He shook his head, then said something. Which was as pointless as trying to have him go home. But, for the sake of peace of mind, I had to try.
He pleaded, I scowled even more until my face hurt. For a few seconds he just stared at me, then burst out laughing.
“Dammit Paul, I am trying to save your ass over here.” Sighing heavily, knowing there was no way to win this dispute, I just turned around and resumed my journey.
Paul, of course, followed.
“You know, you’re making a huge mistake here,” I rambled on. “But it seems I won’t change your mind. So… tag along, I guess.”
He grinned, hearing the resignation in my speech, to which I only rolled my eyes. And as I was rolling my eyes around in my skull, I noticed something. Or, to be more precise, a lack thereof.
“What the hell, man! Where’s your stuff?”
Confusion was all the answer I was going to get.
“You… didn’t pack anything, did you?”
An eyebrow went up.
“God dammit, Paul!”
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“God dammit, Paul!”
What in the seven circles of hell was he thinking? No, don’t camp your gear, what a useless waste of time.
Of course, now he had to huddle under my blankets, his feathery body pressed against mine as we shared the same pile of blankets. And most of my clothes served as something to lay on, since the ground was freezing cold. 
Not to mention that, as if the “bro” meter wasn’t off the charts by now, he started to wiggle.
And it felt goooood.
No, I am not homosexual, don’t give me that look. It just felt really nice. You know, try getting really ultra soft feather dusters or something akin to that, build a… blanket out of it, and then rub it all over your body at the same time.
No, that came out wrong again. Just forget it.
“What the hell.” I threw an arm around him and hugged him close. God, better than any pillow ever.
I still ought to throw him and let him freeze his ass to teach him a lesson, though.
We had been on the march for the better part of the day. Since we left the village somewhere after noon, we hadn’t been walking all that long. But my legs still hurt and I was glad to give them some rest by the light and warmth of a fireplace. Paul lent a paw, brought some rocks and put them in a circle after I had started doing it, and then I ignited it. 
We were camping some ways off the road to not attract any unwanted attention from fellow travellers (not like there were many, though), but it also meant we were surrounded by the wildlife. Only God knew what lived in this forest.
Was God even here? I mean, if he was meant to create the whole of universe, then by that logic he had to create this world, too. I think that contradicted a few things in the Bible, though. Not like I knew. I’ve never read it. 
Perhaps we weren’t even in my universe? Maybe this was an alternative dimension or something like that, a world parallel to ours.
I didn’t really have much time to ponder on the existence of things. Sleep fell upon me almost immediately with my head on  Paul’s chest, both of us bundled under the meager blankets I brought with me.
He suddenly draped his wing over me – rousing me from sleep – thus providing another soft and warm layer over my freezing ass. The crackling of fire was less intense now, and I thought for half a second about getting up and feeding the fire some more. That thought was murdered brutally with a thousand spoons before a full second could pass. I shifted a little, but not much, and that was about it.
Thankfully, Paul wasn’t the snoring kind of guy.
Well, I jinxed it... 
But luckily the universe seemed to restrain itself, because he didn’t start snoring. Hurrah for calm, undisturbed sleep.

I woke up when Paul did, because I was all over him in manners I didn’t want to talk about. We might’ve been crimson for a while after that. And we might’ve not been. You wouldn’t know.
Anyway, I was still tired, my legs were on fire with pain, and my bladder was about to explode. After the call of nature had been answered and I scattered the ash and stone of the fireplace, I realized something.
Unsurprisingly, the forest looked a whole lot different in the light of day than it did in the not-light of falling night. And unsurprisingly, that’s something I didn’t account for.
Great, we were lost and it wasn’t even a day since we had left.
“Well, shit,” I cursed matter-of-factly into the silent forest, kinda hoping the trees would part and let us out back onto the road. I turned to Paul who was dusting off my blankets. While he did notice me staring, he didn’t try to communicate with me until he finished.
Meanwhile I got me some fresh water and a piece of bread. I offered some food and drink to Paul, too. He accepted gladly, though I knew how useless the gesture was. I’ve seen the gryphons eat. Their snack time could be considered a viking feast in the times of old.
But we were friends, so I guess that counted anyway.
Took me some time to “fold” the blankets back into my bag (I was never a space-efficient person), but soon we were both ready to go and hit the road again. Except, there was still the problem of where the hell the road was.
Paul was obviously waiting for me to go first. I just stared at him somewhat dumbly, while his head jerked a few times in random directions, obviously urging me to go on. I just shrugged and said, “I don’t know where to go, man.”
He tilted his head. However, he noticed me still standing and looking around, trying to get some bearings unsuccessfully. At that, he slumped his head and sighed heavily, before muttering something and taking to the air. Oh, right.
It was hard for him, since the forest was pretty dense and the canopy of trees let little light in, so he had to climb through it first. Then he was gone, and the trees closed after him as if he had never went through there.
It took him about five minutes before he returned, and soon we were on our way again.
There were a few travellers roaming the road, some passing us, some stopping to look at me, while others tried to engage in a conversation, to which Paul was always the one talking. Most of the travellers, however, seemed to prefer air travel instead of walking, and now and then we would see a shadow speeding through the sky.
Though, not all the travellers that we did engage in conversation were all that polite. One dumbass even attacked me.
It was when Paul was getting something to eat and drink. Since he was a big guy, he needed to eat a lot and my meager supplies would last him for maybe a breakfast. So he’d wander off in search of some game and ponds, often disappearing for a few hours at end, but he did it only once a day.
There was the sound of fluttering heavy wings, the swoosh of air, and then something landed in front of me. It was a grey gryphon with white splotches across his (I got a feeling for recognizing male and female gryphons during my stay in the village) chest. He squawked something, but I didn’t understand so I just said one of the few words I knew: “Hello!” 
The gryphon looked taken aback a little, but he quickly recovered and started circling me, watching me up and down, his eyes resting especially on my weapons. I put my hand near the handle of my mace and kept facing him. He squawked something again, and again I answered with a hearty hello, trying to sound as pleasant as I could. I also took off my backpack, letting it fall onto the ground behind me. If there had to be a fight, I’d better be as agile as I could.
Then he took to the air and disappeared above the trees.
“Huh,” I looked after him for a little while but after half a minute I gave up. Once the assurance that he’d not come back settled in my mind, I turned around and reached for the backpack...
A shadow suddenly hung over me, sharp agony erupted in my shoulders, and I gasped in both surprise and pain as I was lifted off the ground, and before I knew it, we were above the trees.
“Paul!” I screamed immediately at the gryphon that wasn’t present.
I looked up to find some asshole gryphon had decided to take me for a ride. We were already high above the forest, but still I started thrashing and beating with my fist, to no avail of course. He looked at me, hissed something and then did a barrel roll, all the while I was screaming my lungs out. 
I didn’t really thrash after that.
In some subconscious moment of clarity, my right hand reached to my belt where a hefty and unused mace awaited my command, while my left hand reached out to hold onto the gryphon’s claw holding me by my left shoulder
“Hey!” I yelled at the gryphon through the screaming of wind. He tilted his head toward me, his left eye gazing. I scowled from the effort and pain of moving my right arm and shoulder in his grasp, but still gave that bastard a vicious uppercut with the mace. It was quite difficult, since the mace was heavy and my arm was restricted.
Of course I wasn’t thinking about the consequences of doing that.
His head snapped back and he lost control of his wings, resulting in us getting into a jumbled mess of limbs falling to the ground. I reached with my right hand in an attempt to catch onto something, and in a miraculous chance managed to locked my forearm around his neck while still clutching my mace.
With a jerk and some biting pain (though it was mostly due to the momentum of falling), I managed to wriggle my left shoulder free, and when I did, I reached under my shirt and grabbed the handle of a small dagger strapped against my chest. It took me three tries before I managed to grab onto it, though. Wasn’t anything easy in mid-flight. 
Soon enough, I was flailing in the air alongside (or rather, “underside”) the disoriented gryphon while also trying to stab him. I really wasn’t thinking by then. I just tried to get rid of him, not taking into consideration that he was also my only way to get out of this alive. But people do weird things in stressful situations.
Anyway, all of that happened within fifteen seconds or so, and it looked less graceful than I make it out to be. I was scared shitless and I would’ve screamed if not for my aching throat after the initial hollering.
Then the gravity shifted and I found myself not against his abdomen and chest, but on his back.
The gryphon started screeching, the sound making my ears hurt exponentially. Instinctively, I grabbed my ears with both of my hands, trying to cover them from the horrible onslaught. Mind you, I was still clutching the damned mace so I also hit myself on the head with it. Luckily, my dagger seemed to be gone.
That also left me with nothing to catch onto the gryphon, since my legs were still flailing in the air. Plus I was a little disoriented myself because of the self-inflicted clubbing.
Soon I was left alone tumbling through the open air. At that moment, after being in no danger from the gryphon, the realization of where I found myself hit me. I started screaming once more as I fell to my death.
“Peter!” someone yelled somewhere, and with a jolt of my head, I looked around with panic only to see the familiar beige of my friend, his claws extended to catch me. My brain ordered me to stop thrashing and screaming, letting him catch me by my legs. Sometimes, my brain gives me great advice.
Soon we flew over the treetops, and before I knew it we were on the ground where I collapsed with shaking legs, my heart beating like never before.
“Holy hell, holy hell, holy hell,” I kept repeating in-between deep, quick breaths. I lay on my back, hands grabbing the dirt and pebbles of the trampled road.
I looked up, but the dastardly kidnapping gryphon was nowhere in sight in the clear blue sky.
After this, we tried not to get separated as much, and when Paul had to go, I’d hide instead of walk without him. No one tried anything funny the rest of the way, anyway. And in a moment of incredible luck, I found my mace near some scared-off gryphon that was examining the weapon with fear and curiosity while searching the sky for something. I took the mace politely from his claws, and soon we went on our way while leaving a confused gryphon merchant behind.
During the next three days, we kept walking during the day and during the night we would camp. He’d try to teach me more of the language while walking and camping, too. Numbers, things around me, you name it. He’d point at something or try to gesticulate things, while repeating the same words. I felt like a drooling pre-school kid.
You might ask what took us days to get out of some forest. Well, the forest was really big. And half the time we spent resting. Walking all day is serious business. My legs were hating me the second day since we set out, and it only got worse with each passing day.
Anyway. At long last, on the fourth day we emerged from the forest.

“Finally!”
After days of walking the endless road going through the damned forest, we emerged into a paradise. Rolling meadows as far as the eye could see, small patches of trees here and there, and the road winding along the long grass, while a river emerged not so far to our right from the forest and cut its way down one of the meadows, where it formed a large pond. Around the pool were what looked like small gryphons, while a larger one was resting on an uphill.
To our left we could see houses and large structures and all sorts of wood were littered around them. We could see the small village buzzing with activity, hear the chopping and cutting of wood, the sound of children, and the sound of a tree being felled somewhere in the forest as huge crash echoed behind us.
There was a smaller road winding from the one we were walking; a road that led into the small village. I looked at Paul uncertainly, unsure if going there would be a good idea. But that didn’t seem to bother him as he had already begun walking there.
“Paul,” I called out to him and he turned around, tilting his head.
“What?”
I put a hand over my chest, shook my head and said, “No.”
Paul rolled his eyes, turned back and started walking toward the village again with a single word I didn’t understand yet.
“Paul.”
He sighed and turned around once again. I threw down my backpack, took the axe from it, and then threw the backpack at Paul. He caught it uncertainly. I just gestured stuffing my mouth and drinking something.
“Oh,” was all he said, then he nodded and went into the village while I retreated back into the shadows and underbrush of the forest.

“Well, that didn’t work out quite well.”
My sore shoulders that were still recovering from the unprovoked assault were once again agonized by a pair of claws of one of the gryphons that found me hiding so innocently behind some bushes. I gave up my weapons pretty quickly, alright. They had weapons of their own (axes with blades as big as my ass), and they didn’t appear to be afraid to use them. Especially on a fully armed creature that they had probably never seen before.
So, of course, since I tried to look non-hostile, they captured me instead of gutting me right then and there. Now these four gryphons – probably lumberjacking buddies – were flying me to the village whilst displaying me like a damned trophy.
And suddenly, children started to crowd us, some gryphons started shouting, more gryphons flew in to look at me and all that jazz. Between those gryphons was, of course, Paul.
I decided not to call out to him. Paul’d be better off not associating with me right now. Meanwhile, the gryphon in question looked shocked at first, but then he facepalmed and shook his head while mumbling something.
They forced me to my knees in the middle of the village square as the onlooking gryphons, both big and small, surrounded me in a wide circle to give the gryphons holding me some space. And probably to not get close to me, too.
One gryphon, dark grey plumage, white chest, and chestnut eyes, moved through the crowd, the others making a way for him, until he came up directly to me. One of the four gryphons handed him my axe and my mace. They didn’t try to look under my clothing, but it’s not like I had my dagger anymore. Since, you know, I lost it during the flight-fight.
He put the weapons down, then looked at me. His eyes became slits and his eyebrows promised doom upon my soul.
With anger clearly notable in his voice, he started sputtering something that sounded like threats while I looked on passively, his words seemingly having no effect on me, mostly because I didn’t understand anything he was spewing. The message was still clear, though. I tried really hard not to sweat and not to shake. No, I wasn’t afraid at all; it was the adrenalin. Yep.
Anyway, he didn’t notice, and my calm facade clearly irritated him. Before it could get out of hand (or claw), I spoke, “Sorry dude, I don’t speak Balderdash.”
That stopped him, and his anger was replaced with confusion. Then he said squawked something to which I replied, "If you’re asking me if I understand, then no, I don’t.” I was looking him dead in the eyes the whole time.
Anyway, right when I answered and the interrogator was about to slap me some, Paul decided to man up and step into the arena. I don’t know if I should be scolding him or cheering him on, but he put himself out there, in the harm’s way… for me. There was just something heartwarming about that.
“No!” He squawked and stepped forward. All the gryphons and one human turned their heads to him. Once he saw he had everyone’s attention, he gulped, but continued kind of confidently. Kind of. 
“Garble garble garble, Peter, garble garble garble. Garble.”
He talked like that for a while, sometimes pointing at seemingly random things in random directions and making exaggerated poses.
I could feel the tension on my right shoulder lessen, and when I looked up, the gryphon holding me had his bird cheeks stained with tears. When I looked around on the gryphons surrounding us, some were shocked, some were “not buying it” so to speak; some just listened intently, some were on verge of emotional breakdowns.
Alright, what the hell was he telling them now?
Paul finished. Everyone was silent.
The presumed leader looked back at me in thought, but after a few seconds ushered the gryphons holding me away with his claw. Talon. Whatever.
My shoulders immediately sagged in relief, and I even dared to get on my feet again. It hurt to dust my legs off because of the shoulders and- Great, my knees were scraped. Nothing serious, of course. Just mild annoyance if it wouldn’t get infected or something.
All of the villagers looked at me but I couldn’t tell much. I was still bad at reading bird faces.
The leader nodded to me sharply before going closer to Paul to talk some more. After that, the villagers went their ways, some still looking back at me.
“Does it mean I am free?”
...
“Umm… hello?”

	
		Chapter 9: Paul’s great ideas



The two gryphons – the leader and Paul – began to laugh while I stood there like an idiot. Then they went all serious and somber. At that, Paul said something indignantly.
Then they laughed some more.
And that’s about how we found ourselves back in the forest, towing behind two bulky gryphons wielding even bulkier axes. Both of them, and even Paul, hovered above the ground while I had to do my darn best not to step on twigs. Which was just about impossible in a forest, not to mention I couldn’t care less. I’d have to crawl soon because my legs were at the point of falling off.
Therefore the two picked me by my shoulders (god dammit) and we flew within the shadows of trees. At least I didn’t have to punish my legs anymore, so that wasn’t so bad. My shoulders didn’t agree.
I knew not where we were going. But I knew Paul had something to do with it. And whatever it was, I didn’t like it.
In silence we glided through the forest like ghosts until we arrived at a small slate mountain jutting from the forest like a jagged tooth. There we stopped.
“Well, this isn’t ominou-”
“Shh!” Bulky (the gryphon holding my left shoulder) interrupted me, while Hulky glared at me.
They started chattering silently and I pretended I understood everything. I nodded when Paul nodded, looked serious when others looked serious...
Suddenly, Paul and Bulky left, while Hulky and me stayed behind. I could see Paul and his companion disappear behind the bushes and trees; meanwhile Hulky and me started circling the mountain anticlockwise. We would sneak behind bushes, behind rocks, trying to be as silent as possible for causes unknown to me. But, you know, I tagged along.
Took us about ten minutes before we met Paul and Bulky again. They exchanged a few words while shaking their heads. Were we searching for something? And why did we try to be all sneaky?
Paul suddenly seemed to get an idea as he raised his head, first in a silent “ah-hah!”, then he raised his head further, looking somewhere above the trees. He said something before flying upward and through the trees.
Immediately, the gryphons got into a hushed conversation while I just tried to find some nice flat stone to sit on. And I did, behind some huge rock that provided me with more shadowy sanctuary from the harsh afternoon sun that cut through the tree canopy with unforgiving beams of sunlight.
We were just at the beginning – Paul and me, I mean – and I was already so… damn… tired.
How the hell am I supposed to save my brother like this? I don’t know the anything, I don’t know how to fight. If it weren’t for Paul I’d be dead already—and I can’t even thank him for it. Hell, Paul’d probably have a better chance surviving this crazy journey without me.
The rock was cold but soothing against my aching legs and possibly sunburnt neck, though the tradeoff would probably be more aching from my ass and my back, but for now, it’d do. 
Hell, I could even-

Suddenly, the light was no more and with it vanished the warmth of day. I was cold and the dull pain was now spread all over my body. Those were the first things I noticed, and it took a moment more to fully appreciate the sudden change of scenery.
I bolted upward.
The pain that was the reward for my effort threw me back down.
“Ugh…” I moaned with my face against the cold and unforgivingly hard thing called ground, and contemplated if getting up would even be worth the effort. With a deliberate and painfully slow movements, I propped myself up with both arms that I gingerly managed to fold under myself.
I finally made it to my legs (with the help of the rock I was so soundly sleeping against) and they didn’t like it in the slightest.
“Paul?” I called out hoarsely since it seemed to me like I hadn’t had anything to drink in ages.
“Anyone?”
Of course, nothing. The constant sound of crickets playing their symphony didn’t count.
“Shit,” I cursed, trembling, and grabbed the back of my head in both of my hands. Panic began to plunge its hooks in my guts, and my body automatically started pacing around while my mind conjured images of demons hiding within the forest foliage.
I was alone, in a dark forest; no supplies, no way back. Barely could see a meter in front of me, making me completely defenseless against the things that could be lurking in the dark of this mythical world. Maybe calling out for Paul wasn’t the brightest idea, but my mind told me there wasn’t much to lose now.
“Paul!” I yelled out, the forest echoing my call for help mockingly.
Without any thinking, I started to run around the damned slate rock hill, trying to find something, someone, anything. Anything good, that is.
I started cursing with each breath I took because there was no one there beside me and I needed to vent my growing fear somehow. I stumbled and I fell, but my whole being was now in instinctual overdrive, the natural fear of dark taking over my senses. I had no problem getting back on my feet now.
Nothing, nothing, nothing.
All alone.

This is the end.

I am going to die here.
There’s nothing
So cold.

What now?
What now?
With sheer willpower I stopped myself from taking another step, another uncertain plunge into the darkness. I had to think. I had to think hard.
I got myself lost even more than I was before, but not like it mattered. I would probably freeze to death before I’d find my way out of here. I had only a leather shirt and pants on, every other bit of clothing was back in my backpack. Speaking of which, I realized that Paul didn’t have the backpack on when we ventured here.
Useless thoughts aside, the most important priority was to start a fire. I had my axe—I could cut wood. I had my mace—I could rub it against the steel of axe to create some sparks. I had all I needed.
No. I didn’t have light. I could barely see anything.
I started blindly searching for some twigs and dry leaves, crawling around on my knees and arms, using my hands to find things.
Within a few minutes, there was a small pile of what I needed in front of me. I didn’t make the proper preparations for a fireplace.
In that moment, I couldn’t care less if the forest would burn down from my carelessness. All I cared about was to stop the growing cold.
Shaking like I had parkinsons, my hands tugged against the straps of my mace and axe, until they dropped to the ground.
“Dammit,” I hissed, and almost screamed in frustration as I tried to pick them up and failed. When I finally did, I sat down in front of the miserable pile that would be my campfire, and propped the ball of my mace against the ground while trying to rub the blade of my axe against it. 
Of course, that didn’t work. My hands just shook too much.
So I tried it the other way – rubbing the mace against the axe – which did result in a few sparks, but not nearly enough. At that moment, I felt angry beyond measure, sad, frustrated, and worst of all, helpless.
I rubbed and rubbed, the clinking of iron against steel sounding in desperate quickness through the night.
The frustration and helplessness built up, tears started streaming my cold face, and soon enough I wasn’t even rubbing the two weapons against each other, just pounding them into the ground with ferocious anger.
With a thousand curses at the tip of my tongue, I jumped to my feet and childishly threw the weapons against the rocky mountain to my right, where they clinked and bounced off into the darkness and out of my sight.
“No, no, no, no!” I immediately fumbled toward the place I heard them fall to.
Next thing I knew, I fell and bounced against the side of the mountain, trying to catch onto anything. Then, I tumbled down for way longer than I should’ve.
I cried out in pain as I landed awkwardly on my lower back. Wherever it was I fell, there was no light here, and the sound of my own cries echoed even more in here.
I rolled over onto my side, at least confirming that I hadn’t broken anything. That would’ve been really bad. My rump still hurt like hell, though.
Forgetting the cold due to the pain for a while, I managed to get up tenderly while spitting words of hate and clutching my back like an old spiteful senior citizen. Unlike what I presumed was outside (perhaps I was in a cave of sort?), the temperature was actually higher in here, wherever the hell here was.
“Hello?” I whispered. “Anyone there?”
I need light now more than ever.
But I didn’t have anything on me that could produce light. So, instead I reached around me, trying to find a wall to lean onto, when I bumped into something with my feet. It clinked against the stone floor.
With more cursing and increasing pain, I reached down and found what seemed to be my mace. Perhaps my axe was here, too? Shuffling my feet around soon enough I did find the axe. Man, had I fallen onto any of those weapons…
I awkwardly holstered the mace back onto the strap above my belt, but I held onto the axe with my left hand. Should I trip and fall, I could at least throw the axe away instead of falling onto it. Hopefully.
After perhaps half a minute of flailing my arms and the axe around, the weapon clinked against something hard, I approached it and finally discovered a wall. I took the axe in my left hand while I used my right hand to feel against the wall while walking forward and carefully stepping with each foot ahead, trying not to fall into a pit or something.
I shivered, sometimes outright trembled, and it wasn’t because of the cold. The situation that yours truly found himself in? Yeah, not good.
The wall started to curl to the right, and as I went, the cavern seemed to get a little brighter, until finally I saw a lone torch, almost burned up, far ahead of me. My mouth spread into a grin and my eyes took in the light, hungered for it and devoured every bit of it. Carelessly, my limping walk turned into a limping stride toward the glorious light.
At last I reached it, and promptly fell beneath it without a care in the world. I let the axe go and it landed somewhere in front of me.
Time was irrelevant. My body just basked in the light and warmth of what seemed to be the only source of said light and warmth around. I lay on my chest – very uncomfortable – but I didn’t dare to move, as the pain above my ass started to recede while not doing anything. I just looked at the wall opposite of the torch.
*Clink!*
The axe came into my view, its blade dangerously close to my face.
What? I turned my head ahead, then up.
In front of me stood a dog on its hind legs, its fur dark red-brown in the orange light, and it wore some kind of loose clothing that looked hand-made, or rather, paw-made in its case.
“What the fu-” I couldn’t finish the sentence as it suddenly barked and reared back, falling into an aggressive stance, its claws bared and ready to tear. My first urge was to get up as fast as I could, but when I tried, the pain in my lower back flared up again and mid-way to standing up I had to fall against the wall, leaning while yelling about “things”.
The dog hissed something, and I immediately knew that it spoke in Universal by the sentence structure and some words that I had heard before, but I still couldn’t understand shit.
“Hello,” I hissed back, the most appropriate word I could find.
It started to mumble, and obviously questioned me about something.
“Tree,” I replied, now fully standing and leaning against the wall with my right shoulder, my right hand close to my mace.
“What?” Now that I understood.
“Flower.” Paul taught me really useful things.
The dog started to frown, then it asked something again that sounded similar to whatever he asked before.
“Sun.” Fucking hell, Paul.
Boy, did it get angry. I mean, he got angry. His voice was clearly that of a male. Anyway, he bared his fangs at me, and his eyes shone with frustration and anger. He spat something, to which I replied while already unstrapping my mace silently, “Moon.”
It sounded more like a “moo!”, though.
He charged me, clearly blinded with hatred. My mace was already in the way of his head, and he didn’t see the flying piece of iron until it was already too late. There was a searing pain in my left hand, which I was using to defend myself from the onslaught of claws, followed by a cracking sound. His momentum still carried his body forward, and it threw me down onto the floor, my rump first. “Pain” didn’t begin to cover it.
“Oh my GOOOOOOOOOOO-
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The pain was dull, throbbing, and yet stinging like a needle stuck between my ribs. It hammered on my back like a drum beating to a marching army; a battering ram tearing at a door. And you know what? It was ok, for it kept my mind distracted from the thing that now lay on me.
I had killed, and the death bore heavily upon me. Both literally and figuratively. The dog had some serious mass on him. It was getting hard to breathe.
With a gasp, I grabbed him by his head and his clothing, then rolled him off to my left. Noticing that it was incredibly easy to catch him by his head, I looked down to find that while my fingers were by the side of his head, the thumb was drilled into the bloody bowl that his skull was now shaped into.
“Jesus!” As he rolled over, I in turn rolled opposite of him, unheeding the reignited pain, and vomited by the wall right there and then. The experience was rather bitter and was one of the reasons to bring tears to my eyes.
Trembling, I propped myself against the wall away from the mess I made, and sat with my back against the hard stone. The corpse was on its side with head facing right at me. It was a bloody mayhem. In the dim light of a single torch, black ichor dripped down his matted fur from every orifice on his head, down his sneering face, his bulging eyes. His eyes. I stared into the abyss of the dogs eyes, and they stared right back at me—soulless, lifeless, bloodshot, whitening. Empty.
“Oh God no,” I whimpered and had to hide my face behind my dirty hands, as I could bear to watch no more, dry heaving as I made it so. My eyes were closed, but the dog was still there, lurking beyond my memories, burning its rightful place within my mind, never to be forgotten.
And with the image burned at the edge of my consciousness, other senses came to demand attention. The smell of iron and the stench of burning oil teased my nose, mixing into a horrible stench that made me want to get out of there as soon as possible. I couldn’t protest that.
I slowly got back to my feet, and shuffled them even slower  so that I got closer to my axe, my mace, and the corpse. I picked up my weapons, holstered the axe, but I couldn’t help but look at my mace which was now stained with blood, brain matter, and small patches of torn fur. The stench of it hit me soon after, and I almost had to drop my mace as I started dry heaving again.
I wiped the mace against the dog’s clothing in disgust and in irrational fear that he would catch my hand, or my leg, and drag me with him down to wherever he was now.
Never bothering to look at the mace again, I stepped from the corpse over to the wall, and took the torch from its holder with my left hand. It didn’t look like it’d last for much longer. For a second I stared into the flame, mesmerized, but soon I stretched my hand for the torch to illuminate the corridor ahead. I almost took the first step out of here, almost gave into the urge to run away, but something made me look back.
There was a deep black pool around the corpse now, and it originated somewhere from his lower abdomen. The stench of oil was much stronger now. Didn’t take me long to put two and two together. The poor sod was probably here to exchange the torch.
Without thinking, I reached out with my left hand and touched the stain with the torch. A fire – no, a pyre – soon illuminated the corridor much more than the burning-out torch ever could.
The dog brought with him his own funeral pyre.
I had killed for the first time, and the death bore heavily upon me.
There will be more. I didn’t rebuke the thought; didn’t banish it, because it was the truth. The journey had just begun. The question, I guess, wasn’t whether I’d kill again, but how many lives would pave the road to my goal.
I wiped my face with the sleeve of my right hand, leaving deep red stains in the leather. One last look at the fire, and then I turned away.
I walked.
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I didn’t walk far from the corpse before I took a turn and the torch died down. But it mattered not, because I could see, in the distance, blue light. I threw the useless piece of wood behind me, where it clattered against the wall and floor, the sound echoing through the empty corridors.
True, maybe I should’ve turned back, maybe I should’ve tried to get back out there, into the cold forest. But it was just that: a cold forest. Death in its icy form would grip me before I could get anywhere. Plus, it was dark outside. There wasn’t anything there worth going back to, not now.
And what if my companions were down here?
My legs carried me closer to the light, stumbling over themselves in pain and exhaustion. Trembling hands held the mace; my mind and body felt prepared for another surprise about as much as a slacker before a big test. It hurt to move; it hurt to do anything.
I don’t know how long it took, but finally I stood at the mouth of a cave illuminated with some of those glowing crystal things hanging from the walls and ceiling. The sound of mining and grunting, someone yelling things over it all, echoed throughout the caves.
This particular entrance was close to the ceiling, and the sounds came from down below, so I crouched and moved into the light carefully as to not be seen by anyone or anything.
I stood at a sort of small, stone balcony overlooking the mining operations below. Small stairs ebbed into the wall led down to my right.
There were more of the creatures, the dogs—three of them, to be exact. They were armed and armored, overlooking some gryphons and even a pony or two that were in chains; the slaves were using primitive pickaxes to mine gems out of the walls, while some others pulled loaded or empty carts on primitive tracks deeper into another cave opening.
Slavers.
None of the slavers or slaves were looking anywhere close to the balcony or the stairs, and there was a cart with a pony resting against it at the bottom behind which I could hide. That’d position me right behind one of the diamond dogs that was guarding the resting pony. So, that’s just what I did.
The boots I wore had soft soles, meaning they didn’t make noise when I started sneaking down the stairs. Mace ready, in case I would need to attack the diamond dog before getting behind him, I went over the plain that formed in my head. The plan was to kill the dog near the pony, making me the focus of the other two slavers’ attention. Then I hoped the six slaves would help me, but I couldn’t count on that, so I’d just climb the stairs and use them to fight one on one instead of being surrounded by both. Not a brilliant plan, but I didn’t exactly have anything else to work with.
After the sweat-inducing experience of sneaking down without being seen, I hid behind the cart, planning to put my tactic in motion. The dog was standing to the side of the cart, looking away from me, so all I had to do was stand up and introduce him to my magic ball. However, doing so was another task in itself.
I was about to put my life on the line, with an uncertain plan to back up my worries. One wrong move, and it could all be over soon. My heart was beating so hard my whole body shook, and my head pounded like a battering ram trying to break through the gates of Hell itself; the pain of my legs and lower back twice as bad as before. Now, now, now, the mind kept repeating, but the body wouldn’t listen.
For fuck’s sake.
I breathed in deep, stood up just as the dog’s ear twitched and started to turn his head my way. He didn’t even manage to get a look at me before my mace came flying from above. The dog had no chance to yelp.
The sound of a body fitted in armor hitting the ground overpowered the sound of commanding and mining, and both dogs looked at their fallen comrade and me. Apparently not ones for formalities, they drew their weapons – short swords – and starter running toward me.
“Help!” I yelled and ran halfway up the stairs before focusing on the dog that was mere meters in behind me, already a paw on the first step. I took last glance at the slaves that ceased their duties, looking at the spectacle but, as I had feared, not doing much else.
A vicious curse escaped me as my left hand reached toward my axe. I threw it at the first dog before he could get into melee range, hoping to get him out of the game. Of course, with my throwing skills somewhere in the negative, I managed to throw the axe so that only the handle hit the dog, right in the chest, and bounced off of him. But not all was lost, as the dog slowed down to cover his face with his arms because he had no time nor space to dodge it.
That gave me the precious second to move forward and swing my mace in the direction of his head just as he was lowering his arms. The dog managed to throw his head back a little, and instead of it being a fatal blow he just got whipped across the jaw. The force of it, however, sent him sprawling down the stairs and knocking his friend standing behind him over with a cry of pain.
I quickly ran down the stairs before they could recover. The dog that was knocked over was already recovering and propping himself up with his paws. I had none of it as I swung and landed a hit on his spine, hopefully shattering it. The dog howled and fell back on the ground.
Thinking this one was done for, I leaped over him and to his friend that wasn’t moving. The cause being a sword that had pierced his right lower back, probably where his kidney was if humans and these dogs had similar inner anatomy.
I looked back at the other dog that was moaning loudly, but not moving.
Well, that was surprisingly easy, but scary.
It was then that I slowly sat down while breathing heavily. The whole fight, while taking mere seconds, took great toll on my already tired body.
“Thanks for nothing,” I addressed the assembly of slaves that had done nada the whole time. They met my glare with unsure glances.
I carefully eyed the four gryphons, but none of them were Paul or the other two that had led us to this damned place. Hopefully they just went home or something instead of getting captured. Yeah, that’s why they left me...
What the hell did you get us into, Paul?
I knew that this whole place had something to with whatever the hell we were doing near that slate mountain. Suddenly the sneaking around made sense though.
After half a minute of resting, I picked myself up again. I went back to the two slavers lying next to each other, one dead and the other still moaning in pain. I tenderly rolled the corpse onto its back to spot what I was looking for—any keys that could get these prisoners out of their chains.
This one didn’t have anything, and neither the first dog that I had killed by surprise had anything, so I checked on the one alive. But first, I had to roll him over. I braced myself for the screaming and quickly got him onto his back. The dog’s voice broke halfway through.
This one had a keyring, which I took by ripping it from his cloth belt. 
“Sorry,” I genuinely said before turning to the pony to my right. He looked at me somewhat fearfully, that is before I threw the keys into his face. With nothing more to be said, and already knowing that they wouldn’t help me, I continued walking the only way I could: forward. That is, after I got my axe.

The blue of crystals was replaced with the sparse orange light of torches that lit the somewhat narrow cave. I was walking down one of two pairs of tracks running parallel to each other. The whole corridor was rather empty; only met one pony pulling an empty cart down the tracks on my left, and back to where I came from. As he noticed me, he froze, but soon continued as I passed him, now running instead of shambling tiredly. I guess I had to look kinda scary with two weapons drawn and clothes splattered with blood after braining two dogs.
Funny how I felt no remorse now that the truth about what these dogs were was revealed.
After about five minutes of walking, I again came to an entrance to a circular cave, this one larger and more grandiose than the previous one. There was a whole lot more tracks here, along with more gryphons, ponies, and diamond dogs all over the place. From the shadows I watched and I noticed a dog sitting on some kind of crystal throne at the opposite side of the hall. There were also huge piles of gems all over the room, and especially around the throned dog. The leader.
Once there was no one looking my way, I left the shadows and sneaked quickly to the right and behind one large stone column, one of many supporting the high ceiling.
I once again looked, trying to find something, anything. That was hard, because I didn’t even know what I wanted or planned to do.
Why am I even here.
“Dammit, Paul,” I muttered and went back into hiding. There were too many diamond dogs, perhaps thirty from what I could’ve seen. About fifty slaves toiling around, mining, pushing, serving; all for the good of their masters.
I just couldn’t see how these dogs could imprison so many gryphons without them crying for bloody vengeance. The dogs and gryphons were the same height-wise, that is somewhere up to my chest, and gryphons were probably stronger than their oppressors. They could rip them apart if they wanted.
But something kept them at bay, and I wanted to know what it was. Once I could remove it, then I perhaps could get some help against all these dogs.
Am I trying to liberate them now? When did this happen?
Well, I just couldn’t sit around, you know.
I looked around again, now looking more closely at all the corridors branching from this, presumably main, cave. All of them had tracks, except for two. One was a large cave that was leading up opposite me and to the right of the alpha. A way out?
Then there was another, smaller one that led down and that was right behind the throne.
After ten minutes of looking, I was contemplating where to sneak, when suddenly some gryphon collapsed. I watched as at first two dogs tried to wake him up, going as far as kicking him, but when the gryphon was still out, two started dragging him through the cavern and into the corridor behind the alpha’s throne.
When I thought no one was looking, I got up and prepared to sneak behind another column, when suddenly something tapped me on my shoulder.
Sudden, unrelenting fear gripped me and kept me from moving. It was over. There was probably some dog behind me, waiting for me to turn around so that he could impale me with his sword. My whole body started trembling horribly at the thought of death, my stomach making a double turn, and I closed my eyes to prevent myself from retching.
Someone behind me told me – no, ordered me – to do something in a gruff voice. I knew that whoever it was, he didn’t want to play nice.
I presumed he wanted what most captors in these situations wanted, and I complied by dropping my weapons to the ground.
Something pushed me in my back and I was forced to step outside the protection of shadows and into the light, drawing the sight of most of the diamond dogs and some slaves. They looked at me almost nonchalantly, some smirking smugly. Did they know I was there the whole damn time?
The slaves, however, stopped doing whatever they were doing to look at me. And everyone was silent. Meanwhile, my captor led me into the middle of the room and before the leader’s primitively carved, but ultimately beautiful throne made of gems. Someone yelled and all the slaves got back to work.
My legs gave up under me as cold metal pinched me in my back.
The alpha furrowed his brows at me, while peeling away his lips to show me his canines. He spat something in a long string of words that ended in a question. My stomach rumbled in response.
“Sorry, didn’t quite catch that.”
The dog narrowed his eyes at me, before saying something. After few seconds of silence, he turned to my captor still standing behind me, and motioned with his paw somewhere to the right. A paw grabbed me by my shirt and forced me back on my legs, before pushing me to the corridor behind the throne. We walked in silence, only the heavy breathing of the dog behind me reaching my burning ears. Where was he leading me? I assumed if they wanted to kill they would’ve done it the moment they had found me.
We came upon a T section, where we turned right and continued through the narrow corridor. 

I sat on the single bench in this cold cell. There was only one wall, and I sat in front of it. Otherwise it was iron bars all around me, which let me see into the other cells that were built into the circular room.
My tired hands rested against my hurting knees, head lowered as I looked at the damp ground. I was trembling, but no longer was it mainly due to fear or cold.
No, I was livid.
I found the chains of gryphons and ponies. I found the loaded guns against their heads. And they were all around me.
Children. Each cell occupied by at least two, and about ten cells in total in this prison block. That is, if there were more prison blocks.
There were cubs, and even a few foals. Hell, there were even a fawn, which, dreadfully, led me to believe that deer in this world were indeed sapient and that Jack had killed one knowing this. But in my mind there was no time to ponder that. All my mind focused on were the children. 
They all looked miserable, huddled against each other or against some of the grown ups that were imprisoned in here, too. I could see the unconscious gryphon in one of those cells, a gryphon cub huddled against him, crying.
And when I could take it no more, I lowered my head and let my eyes rest.
But all of that was just a small part of my anger. It was… their cries, their moaning and constant questions that needn’t be translated to know their meaning. “Where’s mommy?” I could practically hear in their voices. “Where’s daddy?” another cried. “I want to go home,” some other inquired confused and hurt.
And each voice cut deep within me for all of them reminded me of my brother. Each cry reminding me of the times he got hurt while conjuring new images of all the terrible things that could’ve happened to him in the past few weeks.
I tried to cover my ears with my hands, but the children’ cries couldn’t be silenced.
Stop it, stop it, stop it, I repeated with each image playing behind my closed eyelids.
“Stop it,” I mumbled while unconsciously rocking back and forth.
“Stop it...”
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The clutches of sleep dragged me back and forth between the wakefulness of children’s neverending questions, and nondescript, feverish dreams for time uknown.
A few slices of one of those ancient, flatbreads with some water in a surprisingly nice jug was all I got from them. I was too hungry and thirsty to care if it was drugged or not.
This cycle of eating and half-sleeping continued for seemingly forever, until they came for me.
Now once more we marched through the narrow corridors behind the throne. Again we came upon the T section, but this time we went forward where the unknown awaited.
But that would be on my own terms.
The dog leading me was too cocky for his own good, kept his sword sheathed by the right hip, there were no restraints around my hands. He was too careless, underestimating, and now he would pay the price.
What I was attempting to do was probably another load of stupid, but hopefully it’d work. Putting my plan in motion, I tripped and fell.
“Agh!” yelling and over-exaggerating, I landed on my hands and knees, waiting for him to get behind me. But he never did, instead he drew his weapon and pointed it at me. Well, there went my plan to take the sword from him as he was picking me up. Maybe he was smarter than he looked.
Without anything else coming up to my mind, I picked myself off the floor and continued, but this time with the tip of a sword aimed between my shoulder blades.
Soon the corridor split into two again, one winding right and the other continuing straight, ending in a heavy looking door. We went ahead, where I was forced to open the door and enter the room beyond. With an echoing bang, the door was shut behind me which left me in the room alone. Well, not really alone.
If my guess was right, then the place would be a rather poor clinic. There were a few dirty beds along the two walls to my right and left, some occupied by sleeping forms. In the middle was a large metallic table with straps attached to the sides, for legs and arms I presumed, and a strap where a head would go. Above, a crystal lamp hung menacingly. There were three of those magical things, in fact. One at the end of the room, and one above the door. 
At the far end opposite me stood a smaller dog, his back turned to me as he pillaged through some tables and drawers full of stuff. Faint hissing and muttering could be heard from his direction.
With the bang of the door, the dog whipped his head around, eyes narrowed and lips pulled back. But as he saw me, his expression changed from that of anger and annoyance to a strange cocktail of curiosity and annoyance. It looked kind of funny, like he wasn’t sure how to use the mimic muscles on his face.
One of the dog’s ears started twitching madly as he took the first step toward me, a rather large knife held in right paw. When he was close enough to the table, he sneered again and mumbled something while pointing the scalpel at the metal table.
Oh hell no.
The dog was smaller than others, his head reaching somewhere below my chest. If it weren’t for the knife, I could probably deal with him with ease. At the thought, I looked left and right to find something I could smash against his face before he could smash his knife against mine with possibly bloodier results.
There were nightstands beside the beds, but they were barer than a baby’s ass. Maybe a nightstand itself would do. Alas, my train of thoughts derailed as the door behind me opened once more, and in right behind me stepped a dog that I, with horrifying realization, identified as the alpha. Well, he didn’t look like it, to be honest: average height compared to the dogs I’d seen, not really bulky or muscle-ripper, and not the prettiest. Maybe he was a jockey or something, taking care of but a part of something bigger than my impressions were. Maybe he had been slacking off in his boss’ chair, I don’t know. But then why did they bring me to him when I was caught?
Nevermind the questions, now wouldn’t be the time to strike, not against two opponents. And while the leader didn’t sport any weapons, his claws could probably still inflict some heavy damage.
Shit. What now?
Well, the dog by the table didn’t look merciful, and neither did the dog behind me. But then again, they could’ve killed me by now. Will they torture me here and then off me?
Without seeing any other option, I raised my arms, stepped to the table and clambered up on it before laying with my back against the cold metal. Luckily, they didn’t take away my shirt and pants.
Soon my head, legs, and arms were strapped to the table, the bindings holding strong and barely allowing me to budge with my limbs, all the while a knife was pressed against my neck. When that was done, then came the questions.
They stood above me, one at each side, looking down like gods appraising their creations; one scornful and the other curious. The angry one, the alpha, his face framed in shadows of the lamp hanging above him, started barking something at his smaller companion across him. That dog in return started jabbering while not taking his sight off me.
My eyes darted from left to right as they exchanged unknown words that I knew, on some instinctual level, would determine my fate. However, it didn’t take them long before the attention of both of them was solely on poor me. The alpha inquired something, but as before, I didn’t know what, and as such I answered.
“Bugger off!”
I guess we didn’t have to understand each other to know what the words meant. The dog sneered while the other looked on amused. However, before he could lay a paw on me, Doc stopped him with a few words, making him step back.
Doc leaned in closer to me and whispered something.
“Didn’t I make it plenty clear that I don’t understand you?” Normally I wouldn’t dare to snap back at my captors with sarcastic questions, but since they couldn’t understand, I saw no harm in letting some steam out.
Then the small dog stepped back too and out of my sight before a strange green light engulfed the room for a few seconds. What came back around was one of the ugliest things I ever had the misfortune to see.
Whatever it was, it looked vaguely human. A face with a nose, two eyes, big mouth, two ears, and hair. Normal, right?
What if I told you that the eyes were like an anime fan’s wet dream, the nose pinocchio reborn, the ears sharper than an edgy elf, the mouth could be dubbed The Great Devourer, and the hair grew all over its inhumanly human face?
First I cringed, but when it smiled, I blanched and shivered. The teeth gave the impression that a shark lived in its mouth.
But then it spoke, a voice smooth and calm—something that didn’t belong to the mouth of this abomination. And it spoke perfect English.
“I understand plenty now, thanks to you,” his smile grew as my eyes did the same.
“What the hell are you?” I gasped, the face drawing nearer with each word.
He stopped short of my face, dark brown eyes staring deep into mine.
“Someone curious. Someone in great want of answers.”

“How come you speak English just fine?” I asked as he finished writing the name of my species with a piece of charcoal onto a shabby scroll. First he asked my name, which I willingly said seeing no harm in doing so. Then he asked what I was, which I answered truthfully, knowing he would either recognize it or affirm my belief that truly humans weren’t part of this world.
As I had to spell it out for him, I guessed the latter was correct.
“I am a changeling, it’s my job.” He said joyfully, which surprised me. The guy was talkative and friendly something unexpected of my captors. He was also batshit crazy, with mental disorders up to the roof, like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. While he was all smiley faces, he would sometimes darken into furious scowls he didn’t seem aware of, talking with his jovial voice through this mask of anger. It was damn weird. 
Now we were the only two in the room, beside the silent patients. The alpha had left after we started talking English. Thus, me and the deranged lunatic, conversed.
“Am I correct in assuming by your name and the earlier display that you can change forms?
The changeling smiled a sharp-teeth filled smile as he wrote down some more, “Not only unique, but smart too!”
“Could you maybe change a little, then? Not to be mean, but you’re the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen guys with faces split in two.”
At that Doc frowned before suddenly bursting into a hiccuping laugh, “Oh my, you’re funny. I like you, whatever you are! I’ll ask the chief to let me keep you,” he practically muttered the last sentence under his breath as the smile faded from his face but not from his dark eyes, and I felt he was dead serious about it.
With a gulp I tried to steer the conversation onto a different track, “I already told you I am a human.”
A grunt and another frown. “That doesn’t tell me much, now does it?”
I tried to shrug, but the binds held strong. Too strong, as my hands slowly started growing cold and numb.
“So, can you change into a better representation of my species? Please?” I asked after a minute of awkward silence, but he just shook his head.
“Can’t do much without a mirror and a closer inspection of your body,” he eyed my body hungrily. “Speaking of which, let’s get down a little anatomy, heh?” With a wink, Doc started writing something again before asking, “Now, are you a male or a female?”
“Male.”
“How can you tell? Can you show me?”
For a second I couldn’t help but gape and mouth wordlessly. This guy...
“The subject is caught off guard, a point for me!” he scribed something with a grin.
I blinked a few times before giving him an incredulous look, “Is this some sort of game now?”
“Ah, silly human, it’s always been a game. You just didn’t know it.”
My head was starting to hurt. “Ok,” I tried to not sound frustrated, “am I being interrogated or what?”
“Ol’ Doggy seems to think so. Wanted me to ask you about what happened down one of the caves. That can wait for later, though. Now, what were we talking about?” He shot a look back where I knew the doors where, and where the alpha went at the beginning of this annoying talk, then turned back to me. “Oh, right, interrogation or something else? I don’t really care!”
“But?” I inquired. The changeling huffed and winked again with one of its terrible eyes.
“I am a scientist, I really don’t care what it is! I only care about answers!” His voice boomed as he raised his too long arms toward the ceiling. There were a few moans around me as the patients stirred in their sleep. “Anyway,” the mad scientist continued, ”where are you from?”
“Not from around here,” with a great sigh and eyes closed, memories of my home flashed through my mind. An empty home with two grieving parents.
“No shit,” he deadpanned, but again perked up not a second after. “Did I say that right? No shit as in ‘you don’t say’? What a strange idiom,” he mused.
“Yeah, you said it just great, alright. And where did you even learn this stuff?”
Doc just shrugged before grinning again. “Now, where are you really from?”
I honestly didn’t know what to think of him at this point. He was crazy enough, there was no point in hiding the place of my origin. No one would believe him anyway, and it’s not like he could do anything with the information.
“I am an alien from a different planet that was sucked into this hellhole through some purple portal swirling thingy.”
“Oh,” he mouthed a silent ‘o’ and his face lit with recognition, “that’d explain all the stuff!” he grinned unnaturally and the charcoal and the scroll over his shoulders and somewhere out of my sight.
Then the dog turned human just stood there as if frozen, hand slightly raised, a grin splitting his face in two halves. And I was terrified like never before.
“Dude,” I tried to break the tension, “I can’t feel my hands and legs.”
That seemed to pull him out of his frozen-like state. He hummed and looked at my numb hands.
“The straps are too tight,” I added at last.
“Well, alright.” With those words he started fumbling with the straps, and as I felt the hold weaken, I pulled my arm upward as hard as I could. The strap went flying free and my hand shot out like a sprung catapult, hitting the small human-like creature straight in the face with the back of my numb hand. There was a crack, but no pain followed. ‘Tis a great day to have no feeling in my hand.
The same couldn’t be said about the changeling. He yelped and his head snapped back. Not a second after, he lost his balance and fell backward, but I couldn’t see much more. There was a loud bang, though, and when after few seconds the changeling made no sound, I assumed he was knocked out cold.
As soon as the ability to move my fingers came back to, the strap on my left hand was removed, followed by my head and legs.
Free once again.

My back was killing me. My whole body was killing me, but the pain was momentarily forgotten in all these adrenalin-inducing situations.
Right now my ass was uncomfortably pressed against the hard metal table as I waited for my legs to stop tingling like mad. My hands were practically fine now, but that was because only they were strapped, not my entire arms. My legs were numb from knees down, and as such were still numb and tingling all over the place.
Of course, that’s when Doc started to stir awake. He lay on the hard floor before one of the beds. He must’ve hit his head on the bed frame as he fell.
Without the full feeling back in my legs, I wouldn’t run far. So I picked the closest thing I could hit him with as he began to climb onto his feet: a certain crystal lamp dangling from a thin rope tied to a hook on the ceiling. Just within my reach, too.
As the changeling rose slowly to his feet or paws or whatever, I raised both of my hands holding the lantern high above my head, the cold metal and glass thing heavy and reassuring. Doc moaned then looked sluggishly in my direction before noticing the lamp already closing in on his head.
“No!” he yelled, but it was already too late for him, and the lantern hit him across the jaw, knocking him back down again. But with the momentum and having to reach the farthest I could, my balance was lost and my whole upper body tipped forward. With hands full, there was nothing to catch myself with, so I fell and hit the floor hard, joining the moaning Doc on the floor.
“You fucking idiot,” he wheezed, holding one paw (hand being too strong of a word for this abomination) to the spot where I hit him and the other hand to the side of his face. “Do you want to kill us all?!”
I rolled over onto my back, my hands clutching my hurting face. There wasn’t blood, so I guess things weren’t that bad. Immediately I rolled my head around searching for the lamp. It was under the table, so that’s where I crawled.
As the changeling saw this, he tried to get up, but immediately fell and bumped his head against the floor again with a yelp. That didn’t stop him from yelling as much as he could, though. “No, stop! It could blow up!”
With those words and a hand on the handle I freezed. “What did you say?”
“The crystal… too much bumping… boom.” He made a broad gesture with his arms in between deep breaths.
I looked back at the thing I held, the metal frame of the lantern bent, the glass broken—something I didn’t expect of such a sturdy looking metal and glass. The crystal was squished inside. Now that I looked closer, the lantern looked like a cheap knock-off compared to the lanterns I had seen back in the village. Well, at least now the mystery of Jack not letting me meddle with these things was solved.
Slowly, my fingers eased around the handle, and even more slowly I crawled back from under the table, fearing a simple tremor could offset the supposedly volatile thing. There was a sigh of great relief as the changeling lay down on the floor, motionless. Not a second after, great snoring tore through the quiet.
Seriously…
By the time this was all over, only pain remained as all feeling came to my limbs. Picking myself off the floor while grunting, I leaned against the metal table, looking around. Doc was out cold, patients were out cold, everything was just damn cold to be honest.
“So,” my voice echoed through the unnaturally silent room.
“What now?”
I had the tendency to talk to myself in stupid situations.

Doc was heavy even though he was two heads shorter than me, and touching him felt like sticking a hand into a nest of hairy spiders that crawled up my arms. Carefully like a newlywed bride, I set him on the metal table, hands and legs spread so I could easily bind them with the straps. He was too short for the head strap, though.
The alpha hadn’t shown up yet, so that was definitely a huge plus. I had the time to interrogate him, the plan forming in my head as I picked a knife off the floor that must’ve fallen there when we thrashed about. It was the same weapon that I had been threatened with.
Sweet, sweet irony.
“Wakey, wakey,” I whispered and felt a huge grin tugging at the sides of my face. Then followed with a slap that would make my granny tear up with pride.
“Gah!” he tried to get up, but the binds held firm and wouldn’t budge, except his chest and head that rose into the air as they couldn’t be strapped. However, the feedback brought him back with a heavy revenge; a thud, painful moan, and now he lay on the table motionless.
“The tables have turned.” He turned his head my way as I spoke those words with as much dramatic menace as I could muster.
“What?” He looked down, checking himself and the surroundings before again looking at me. “The table’s the same.”
It took great willpower not to facepalm, instead just rolling my eyes. “It’s an idiom.”
“Ah,” he sighed in comprehension, whether fake or not I couldn’t tell. 
“Anyway, now I am going to ask you some questions.” And with those words I held his knife up above him, blade pointing down at his chest as if to sacrifice him.
His eyes widened a little, his face sweaty and ugly as ever. With voice trembling and barely hearable he peeped out, “Okay.”
My arm started to hurt so I drew it back and instead lay the knife on his stomach, where he could feel it against his hairy skin, nice and cold.
“Alright, first things first – Tell me what this place is, exactly.”
The changeling drew a deep breath, then nodded.
“You’re in a den of diamond dogs.”
“Diamond dogs?”
“Yes, that’s what they’re called, the dogs you see around here.”
“Why ‘diamond’ dogs?”
“I don’t know, because they eat gems I guess?”
I couldn’t quite believe what he said. “They eat gems?”
“Well, yes.”
“How does that even work?”
“I don’t know!”
“You don’t know? Aren’t you a doctor or something?”
“Well, yes, kind of.”
“Then how come you don’t know!?”
“I just don’t!”
By the end of our conversation we were shouting at each other, his head and chest raised as far from the table as he could, while I drew nearer.
“Alright,” I breathed out calmly while drawing back to maintain some distance between us. “Fine, whatever, they eat gems. Now, what else can you tell me about this place.”
He lowered himself back onto the table. Eyes closed he answered, “Well, what else would there be? I mean, we’re mining stuff here and then we send it back to the Diamond dogs’ homeland, and we use slaves to do that.”
“Yeah,” I grimaced, “slaves.”
To my surprise, he cringed a little too and said, “I know. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t really approve either. I probably would’ve been a slave if I didn’t spend so much time impersonating a doctor. But it’s not like we’re treating the slaves badly.”
I almost sputtered in disbelief. My ears must’ve been deceiving me. A slave supporting slavers? No matter that the things I’d seen here didn’t really support his claim. 
“Are you serious? You’d support those who have enslaved you? And what about the gryphon that fell unconscious because of exhaustion? What about the children?”
“The gryphon, what- Oh, that gryphon.” He sighed. “He’s just seriously ill, not much I can do. And the children are just a mere precaution. We don’t beat them or do other stuff to them. They’re kept well fed and stuff. Hell, we don’t even beat the slaves. Most of the time.”
“Even if you treated them like kings and queens, you’re still slavers,” I spat. “And to use children like that!” There was anger, hot and clenching, building in my chest, so I started pacing back and forth to let some of it dissipate. To think somebody would treat my brother like that. “Fucking bastards!”
Maybe he was really ashamed, maybe he just played it. Nevermind either, I couldn’t bear to see his ugly face a while longer.
“They don’t really have a choice, you know,” Doc said uncharacteristically softly as I had my back turned to him. “There’s a great war back in their motherland. It looms on the horizon, threatening their homes and their families. Worse yet, enough blood to paint a river red has already been spilled on both sides. And those with more gems – food and money… win.” 
There was nothing but silence. Not a patient stirred, not a bed creaked, not a sound was made by both of us.“Tell me, wouldn’t you do the same if it meant a safe home; safety for those you love?”
“You would justify the actions of your captors?”
While there was no way for me to see, I could feel him squirming.
“You don’t know anything about us, about me; you couldn’t possibly understand. No matter what they do, in the end I just know what it’s like to lose everything.”
“Then make me understand,” my voice was quiet, but still loud enough to be heard as I turned to him. It resonated strangely, and I looked back into his horrible eyes.
“I am a changeling. Our race had lost our home, we failed at our only chance to amount to something more than parasitism, we were scattered to the seven winds. Hunted, hated. Do you have any idea what it’s like? But these dogs, they’ve given me a chance, a real chance to be able to amount to something, even if it’s being a flimsy doctor or scientist! To be something more than a pretender! And by the queen that’s no more, I am going to help them win their damn war no matter what!” He heaved and wreathed and spittle flew from his mouth, but in the end he settled back, that horrible smile of his back. “We’re gonna win it, because I’ll be the one to lead it!”
“You’re too far gone in your head,” I said, not quite sure what to think about this particular kind of crazy.
“You would do the same were you in my place, admit it!” 
I just shook my head. “No. Never would I lay a hand on a child, you miserable cunt. Never.”
Just then the door opened, and as my head turned, I saw the angry Alpha storming in, shutting the door behind himself. All the while he was shouting something. But when he noticed Doc and me, he stopped, staring with his mouth open.
My back was to Doc, so I couldn’t see as he changed, but I knew because the telltale green light filled the room once again. In surprise my body automatically jumped and turned toward the light.
Where before lay an abomination of a human, now lay an abomination of one of those pony creatures, though those could be considered abominations unto themselves. Doc looked like one of those ponies, but instead of fur he had black skin or chitin, instead of a mane he had one of those strange fin-like things, and from the middle of his forehead a wicked horn curved upward. He smiled a sharp-teethed smiled as I realized he was out of his binds, now being smaller than before allowing him to slip from them.
“Surprise motherbucker,” he hissed.
Of course, why didn’t I think of him being able to do that before?
I felt more than heard as the diamond dog behind me moved toward me. However, as luck would have it, the door slammed open once again. All three of us turned our heads to the newcomer.
Not sure what the newcomer was, but I’d have to go with male. A small dog, noticeably young was heaving against the door, panting fast and shallow breaths. The look on the alpha’s face was angry at first, but then softened as he walked over to the – for a lack of better word – whelp, leaving me momentarily forgotten.
He crouched down near him, talking softly but firmly. The kid started talking in short sentences, panting all the while. But whatever they were talking about was cut off as a painful cry echoed through the corridors followed by other yells and cries.
The alpha stood up quickly. He turned back at the changeling, now standing on the metal table, barked something and then he was off, running into the dark corridors, shouldering the whelp aside.
I dared to look questioningly at Doc. “What’s going on?” I whispered more than asked.
“Trouble,” he gruffed grimly still looking into the dark corridor that lay out of light’s reach, the sound of fighting shaking the cavernous halls.
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While Doc was so nicely distracted, I noticed the knife that had fallen off him sometime during our tirade of a conversation. I dove for it, hitting the ground hard but with success. The changeling stared with wonder at my glorious feat of acrobatics. That is, until he noticed what I now had in my hands.
Immediately leaping from the table, he tried to pounce at me only to receive a foot of hard steel into his side where it lodged firmly into his carapace. With a piercing scream, he tore with his hooves at the wounded side as he landed next to me, thrashing and yelling, blue blood sprinkling everywhere.
Trying to get away from him, I rolled under the table, incidentally bumping the broken crystal lantern with my back. For a moment, my heart stopped beating as I realized what pressed against my back, but when nothing happened, I immediately rolled back a little before turning around and getting on my hands and knees which was as much as I could do under such a low table. Then I slowly stepped over the lantern before rolling from underneath the table on the other side, getting the precious piece of metal between me and the raging changeling.
I’d be damned if this wouldn’t attract some attention. Quickly looking around for any other weapon, I noticed the still standing cub by the door, looking at us frightened. I felt sorry for him, and in the momentary chaos waved at him awkwardly.
“Weapon, weapon, weapon,” Muttering under my breath, my eyes searched, but the nearest possibility of a weapon were the racks at the end of the room.
However, before I could even try to get there, there was a loud crack followed by utter silence. That was even more terrifying than an enraged creature with shapeshifting powers. Slowly, I turned my head toward the changeling, my mind conjuring images of beasts that could be waiting for me to turn around before pouncing.
But it was none of those things. Over the changeling, claws firmly grasping the shapeshifter’s head, stood a gryphon the color of deep sea, his face set into a grim expression of determination, eyes hard and brows furrowed.
He didn’t look sleepy, he didn’t look weary, and he sure as all hell he didn’t look sick nor guilty over the fact he’s just killed another sapient being.
“Hello botě katy,” he hissed through clenched beak, looking down at the changeling but feeling it was addressed at me.
“Uh, you too I guess,” I answered as he let go of the changeling’s head, his body slumping to the ground. He's not going anywhere anymore, I winced at the treatment of the now less-than-alive Doc. Dunno what it was, but I actually felt a little bad about his death. 
Then the gryphon finally looked at me, and we sort of stared at each other for a long moment, neither of us blinking.
Then came the whimper. Both of our heads snapped toward the little cub by the door. He was now huddled into a bundle in the corner by one bed, arms hugging legs close to his chest. Poor kid was a pitifully sad sight to behold, and it made my heart ache.
There was some commotion going on behind the door. Immediately, I started for the racks and drawers in the back of the room and started ravaging through them looking for some kind of weapon. Seeing out of the corner of my eye, the gryphon was yanking the knife out of the dead changeling.
What I found was much more than I had hoped for
In the lowest and longest drawer lay what looked like a well cared for sword. It wasn’t anything impressive; a plain wooden sheath with cold metal grip sticking out, but right here and now was the greatest find of the century. It raised a few questions why would such a sword be tucked away in the back of some clutter-filled drawer. Probably in case of emergency.
And this was one hell of an emergency.
I got up from my knees, the heavy thing held in both of my hands. I took the grip with my right hand and pulled the sword free of its sheath. The blade itself was chipped and scratched in many places, but sharpened to impossible thinness nonetheless. It would do its job, and it would do it well. 
I was giving it a few practice swings – more for show than actual practicing – when the blade hit something above me with a loud chiming noise. Looking up, above me was draped from the ceiling another crystal lamp, and before I knew it, I was smiling like a madman.

“Fiah’ in da’ hole!”
“What?”
I didn’t give him the chance to say anything else as I threw the… modified lamp into the hallway and among some surprised armored dogs. Of course that’s what I imagined as I shut the door with excessive force and jumped behind one of the now unoccupied beds.
After I had managed to find the sword and think of my devious plan, the gryphon had gone and tried to wake everyone up. Some had woken up, some hadn’t and those we had to move into the far back corner. No one had paid the terrified kid in the corner much attention.
The gryphon was doing the talking of course. Hell, in the chaos that ensued from all of this moving about, no one really paid much attention to me either. Yeah, I was unknown and stuff, but I guess they had better things to worry about since I appeared to be on their side. Which I am.
While they were moving some of the last patients, my mind turned toward the lamp. Gently I moved to the door with it, and with the back of the hilt of my sword, I shattered the thin glass on one side of the lantern so that I would get access to the crystal and its pedestal.
With as much precision as my shaking hands would let me, and without actually touching the crystal itself, I started bending the thin metal claws that held the crystal firmly in place on the pedestal. Not wanting to remove the crystal completely, I bent and “accidently” broke only the two claw-like strips closest to me, leaving the other two intact. That meant that the crystal itself was still quite firmly in place so it wouldn’t topple to the side and out, but would go flying the moment anything shook with it strongly.
Basically, if what the changeling had told me was true, I just made a bomb. All I had to do was throw it or clumsily drop it at my feet and it would go boom.
I was just finishing with my bomb when a lot of the diamond dog’s barking speech came from somewhere far, but was gradually getting louder and closer.
Now or never, I thought and proceed with my plan.
I won’t lie that actually throwing it was harder than I make it out to be. They were still sapient, intelligent beings, with feelings and- fuck it, they’re slavers. I should blow them up a thousand times for that atrocity.
A great booming sounded through the air and through the rock itself. The bed I was hiding behind shook. There was a lot of screaming, though faint and overshadowed by the sound of explosion as it tore down the door to our room. It splintered into several pieces that went flying across the room, but none far enough to be any danger to the gryphons and a single pony. Through the opening spilled bluish fire and it reached for the ceiling, rolling in waves like ocean upon a shore, before vanishing into nothingness.
The heat washed over me like a damn hot blanket, but not enough to burn me.
However, it wasn’t over. With the heat came another… force, for lack of a better word. This force wasn’t anything I’d ever felt before. It didn’t roll in a wave like heat, it didn’t push me like a shockwave. No, it came to me, and then through me; an intangible force of energy like nothing I’ve ever experienced.
Only then was it truly over.
I felt but a small tinge of regret about killing them that was again dispelled by the thought of slavery. The thought of how they possibly tortured the children – even if Doc claimed otherwise – made my blood boil. Anything pertaining violence towards children made my blood boil. I’ve felt like this since my lil’ brother came to be. I guess I just became overprotective of him after finally not being a single child. It could get lonely, you know.
Anyway, after the heat passed, I finally peaked out from behind the bed to take a look around. The prisoners were terrified, the navy gryphon stared at me dumbfounded, and where maybe half a dozen dogs had stood only charred remnants plastered all over the hallway remained. The smell of it all hit me not a second later.
Hmm, smelled just like KFC.
Jumping behind the bed reminded me how sore my body really was, and now it screamed for attention, demanding a rest which I couldn’t afford. Picking myself off the floor with the sword I had lain close by in my right hand, I drew it out of its scabbard. Slowly, lightly, I trod to the open doorway with the sword raised slightly in front of me. 
Taking a more careful look into the hallway, it indeed confirmed that everyone was fried and as of now existed in multiple places at once, especially in the area of the closest walls, which now reminded me of a decade uncleaned chimney.
There were also some stones, the roof and walls having collapsed a little at the place of explosion, but nothing heavy and nothing that would obscure the way.
I turned back to the patients behind me. Some stared at me, some at the blown doorway, with mixed reactions of fear, awe, and confusion. I nodded to them, they let their breaths out and started whispering amongst themselves. The blue gryphon, however, approached me near the doorway.
He stared at me intensely with a thoughtful expression as if he didn’t know what to make of me. That’s alright, I thought, I don’t really know what to make of me either. I gave him a neutral look. When our eyes locked, we engaged in a silent staring contest. After a few seconds he looked away, down the corridor, before scrunching his beak, grimacing in disgust as he breathed in the smell and took in the sights.
Then, with a flick of his dark head plumage – which was something like hair – he turned around, walking back to the patients to check up on them. They were now in all kinds of distress, some moaning with new-found pain, some just passively nodding off.
There was no help to be found here, and there would be no help found in loitering, so I left them behind as I walked into the black, charred remnants crunching beneath my boots.

Not long after, I came upon the first T section; one hallway went straight, the other turned left. The one going left was the only one I didn’t know anything about. The other corridors led to the clinic, the prison or the main hall. So, my curiosity getting the better of me, I walked left, soon coming upon another door.
However, there was something special about this door. Unlike the others, this one was carefully crafted and studded with steel plates. And, in contrast to the other doors separating rooms from corridors, this one had a large keyhole in it.
Naturally, I tried the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Trying a few more times without success, I left the door behind with some reluctance. There was something really important about them, and it irritated me for some reason.
Now that I had the time to look around, I started to appreciate my surroundings. Though no doubt dug with the hands of slaves, the cavernous hallways made for an exciting place, the stone smoothed into perfection, yet still giving off the vibe of an underground hideout. The plays of sparse, flickering lightning of a few torches here and there played shadow games over the walls, making me see things though there there were none. I didn’t feel the need to jump at every flicker, for I knew there wasn’t enough space to hide in the narrow passages and its shadows.
All in all, an amazing atmosphere was achieved.
When the next split in hallways came, another dog finally appeared. He came running from behind a turn – silent on his paws – just as I was nearing it, nearly piercing himself on my sword. That would’ve worked for him if I didn’t lunge with the sword forward on instinctive reaction, pinning him in the chest where his heart was.
He gave a squeal of surprise before dropping dead on the floor while his weapon, a narrow blade of dark metal, clattered noisily on the rock floor. My sword dropped with him, still sticking out of his chest. For a second I stood there frozen, gripped in shock. It was pure luck that I hadn’t been standing a little closer, otherwise I would’ve been the one pinned on a weapon. His weapon.
I need to be damn more careful, I reprimanded myself, before pulling my sword out of his chest. It took some effort. The blade got stuck between ribs protecting the heart. As the sword got unstuck, a steady stream of blood gushed out of the wound. For a second, staring at the gushing liquid of life in wonder flashed me a memory of the first diamond dog I had killed. Despite the fact that the first had been a slaver most likely too, there was something powerful and unforgettable about the act. The first act of murder.
I stepped over his corpse, moving along the wall  as silently as I could. Before crossing, I peeped over the intersection to make sure no other dog was there, and as I peered, the noises of fighting got louder. I could see silhouettes moving, their shadows falling into the space behind the throne.
Ignoring that, I moved forward with a quick step toward the prison. If there was a fight going on, the prisoners could be in grave danger, especially the children.
We couldn’t have that, now could we?
There was some commotion going on behind the door to the prison, but I stopped myself from barging in. Instead, I slowly creeped over to the door handle, before subtly opening the door and peering inside.
There were three gryphons there, armed with various makeshift weaponry that could be found lying around, one of them opening the prison cells with a ring of keys. I recognized that one as a prisoner from the group of slaves I had freed. Opening the door fully, I let my presence be known.
The other two gryphons that were overlooking the cells, talking in hushed voices, jumped up with their weapons ready to strike. They let out ferocious growls, faces scrunched up with fury, eyes promising brutal death.
However, before they could do anything, the third gryphon got in their way, shaking his head while talking quickly. The two gryphons seemed to cool down a little. Not much, but at least enough to not have them try to stab me.
I nodded thankfully at the gryphon with the keyring I… acquired earlier still firmly in his claws. He went back to opening the cells.
The children inside were terrified, huddled as far inside their cells as they could. Couldn’t blame them, though.
The one unconscious gryphon locked in the cell with some of the kids was still out. 
Knowing the children were in safe hands – err, claws – I went back outside. Again, carefully peering around the corner, I checked whether it was safe or not. The fighting seemed to reach its pinnacle, now slowly dying down.
For all the bravado I felt after single-handedly killing so many of the slavers, it wouldn’t do me much good in a chaotic fight with many opponents. Yet, not doing anything would probably be worse. Contemplating what to do, I was interrupted as something slammed down the corridor where the clinic lay.
What was that?
The sound had an ominous feeling to it. In this place, at this time, with the ever looming presence of danger, my body and mind screamed at me to ignore the noise as if it never happened. 
But I was stronger now.
Not a second later, my legs carried me through the hallway and to the clinic door, only checking to see if the corridor leading to the mysterious door was clean of any nasty surprises in the form of armed diamond dogs.
However, the clinic was still in pretty much the same. The navy gryphon looked at me as I entered, but only gave me a passing glance as he was checking up on some patient.
One thing was missing though. The small diamond dog.
There’s no way he could’ve escaped, I thought while looking at the spot where he had been.
He couldn’t have passed through me. Even distracted by the gryphons in the prison, the gryphons or me would’ve noticed something. That meant he was only at one possible place.
Turning around, I slowly crept to the mysterious, locked door. Well, not so locked anymore. I tried the door handle again, and the heavy thing swung open.
It felt like entering a different world. The cave itself was dark, gloomy, the air riddled with the despair of those who toiled away from the sun, away from hope, nothing but blue light of crystals leading them in this blind world. But the room beyond was the exact opposite. Lavish with a carpet, though obviously heavily used. A couch sat in one corner next to a king-sized bed with two pillows and a nice blanket folded upon the mattress. Furniture crafted to perfection, yet scratched with heavy use, dotted the room; a chair big enough for a gryphon to sit in tucked beneath a mahogany table with many drawers. A bookshelf with actual books. And a chandelier hanging from a high ceiling.
There was no doubt that this was the alpha’s room. Not really expecting such a grandiose sight, I foolishly stepped inside without first looking around.
That’s when the cub attacked. He came flying from around the corner where he hid behind a wardrobe. His form was not enough to topple me over, but I still stumbled, dropping my sword. The dog latched firmly onto my side, paws clutching my back and chest, scratching and trying to bite me. Though before he could do the latter, he already went flying back at the wardrobe, scratching me as I tore him off myself with both of my arms. “Fuck!” I yelled as pain laced through my back and chest where he grabbed me. 
While not really all that strong, I did work out occasionally and a month of village life up in the gryphon mountain village had only positive effects on my body. But most of all, the kid was scrawny, more bone and hide on him than muscles. As such, he didn’t take the fall too good as he bounced off the wardrobe with a loud thud.
The now extremely vulnerable looking cub lay on the floor, whimpering. A sound so helpless and childlike that it broke my heart.
Oh shit.
“Dammit, kid, I didn’t mean-” I was at his side already, rolling him carefully over. There were three small gashes, one on his scalp, the other on his face. They trickled droplets of blood. It wasn’t anything serious, but still looked like all the world’s pain on his furry face.
“Sorry,” I muttered in Balderdash. His ears flicked at the word, but that was about that. After that he stopped moving. For a second my breath caught up in my chest, but as he inhaled, though shallowly, again, I sighed with relief. I carefully picked him up and put him on the kingside bed, but not doing much else.
Only then did I start to notice my own wounds. Four shallow cuts trailed from the middle of my chest all the way to my right side. I could only imagine the same thing was on my back.
This will leave scars.
And as I was looking, I noticed a silent figure standing in the doorway. He was standing there, red with blood, face laced with shock as he looked at the unconscious form near the bed. Then he noticed me.
I nearly shat my pants as the alpha’s shock turned into the most horrifying expression of rage I had ever seen. 
I was deeply and utterly fucked.
The alpha shot forward at inhuman speeds, shouldering me so hard I flew sideways at a wall upon which my frail form splattered and slid down onto the hard carpet. The dog took the wind out of my lungs. The impact left me dizzy and disoriented. New pains flared at so many places I started losing consciousness, almost falling into the obscurity of sleepful bliss. But I didn’t quite topple over the edge. The darkness didn’t overcome me, but let me float upon it like a calm ocean, leaving me drifting between sleep and wakefulness.
I cracked my eyes open just a bit. Unfocused, I rolled them over until they fell upon the blurry form of the alpha dog, his back to me as he looked at something.
The kid, I thought weakly. 
A voice rang out, but no one heeded its calling.
The alpha turned to me, his face contorted in pain and rage. He stared at me, the intensity of it telling me everything he intended to do to me once he was done with whatever he was doing. Then he turned away from me.
The sword was surprisingly close to me. Perhaps another stroke of luck, perhaps deus ex machina, but it left me with an option. Kill or be killed, my mind screamed at me, my instincts joining soon after. There was nothing else, no other choice.
Slowly, I reached out toward the sword, hand touching the grip, grasping it. My hand felt numb around the weapon. My whole body felt numb. The pain was pushed so far back, such a distant echo it even might not have ever been. 
The calling was stronger now, its desperation trickling through my muddled mind. The dog, in the corner of my eye, started shaking something, but after a small while stopped and stepped over behind the bed, and in the space between the couch and the bed, he opened a small door and swung it open. 
Then he ran to the wardrobe, picking something out of it. Hurrying to the small form upon the bed, pulling something white over its head.
Paying that no mind – not like I could pay attention to anything happening around me in my current state – I slowly started hauling myself off the carpeted floor. Groaning and moaning somewhat, with the entirety of my left arm propping myself against the wall, I turned toward the alpha who was still too much distracted with the small form splayed across the bed.
One shuffling step after another. I slowly inched my way toward his exposed back in impossible silence. Swaying softly on my numb legs, both of my hands clasping the sword as tightly as I could, I might’ve looked like a drunken madman. But that didn’t cross my mind. Only the decision was in the forefront of all my thoughts.
There was a special bond between the alpha and the dog, and it would’ve taken a blind man or someone who’d never known love for their family to not recognize that bond. It was that of a father fearing for his son.
And then I stood close, so close… the decision now rang through my mind like the great bells of a thousand churches combined.
In that one fateful moment, I weighed the life of a father and his son to the uncertain life of a lost brother. Maybe you would decide without even thinking about it, maybe I would do the same, but in that muddled state of mind, in reach of the one that stood in my way like a wall with but one weakness exposed for but a short fraction of time… it was the hardest decision I’d ever made.
But the bells rang their song, and I listened and followed, for I was the one that had to sing with them. I rang them back at the mountain of gryphon village. The bells of hope and determination for my little brother...
The sword, heavier than ever, rose slowly in my fragile hands. The eyes focused on but one point at the back of this creature, this wall that was built with a weakness that I was to exploit.
The blade latched hungrily at the hide, the sinew, the muscle. It slashed, it tore, it ended what wasn’t meant to end.
The alpha weakly turned around as he started to fall.
One would think he would have heard me approaching with his supreme hearing. One would think he would have smelled me as I stood near him. One would think he would have seen me in the corner of his eyes.
But he did none of this, for his eyes were blurred with tears, his nose clogged with held-back sobs, his ears splayed backward in fright. All for the safety of his son.
A leader, fearless and powerful, one that ruled over an entire pack of feral creatures that respected nada but strength. Unshakeable, but for one weakness. Weakness that I dared to exploit.
The love of a parent for his child.

	
		Chapter 11: When the morning has broken



When I woke up, my world was on fire.
Deep aching washed over my body in pulses of dull pain that came with my heartbeat. Panic settled in, and as my heart rate increased, so too did my misery
W-what?
My eyes were hazy, watered with unshed tears. In the blurred world, dizziness hit me with an onslaught, pain erupted in the back of my head, and I had to settle down or risk throwing up all over myself.
Probably concussion, some rational part of my mind, not gripped with fear and pain, told me.
I tried to squirm around but I couldn’t. My hands and legs were bound.
This is it, the thought hit me. I severed the head, but the body’s still living.
Surely they would come any moment now, the dogs furious about the death of their leader. They would torture me to death, bring upon me even greater pain before ending it all in eternal darkness.
And that thought scared me.
But the fear didn’t grip me in its claws. Rather, it helped me clear the haziness away both from my mind and my sight. I blinked a few times, tears escaping and trickling down my face, before falling into a bucket below me.
That’s when I realized the pressure on my stomach and ribs. I was lying face down on some kind of… bed, I guess. I couldn’t move my head around, as it was lodged into some kind of opening.
At the bottom of the bucket was, what I somehow realized, my drool. There was a lot of it, and the image of translucent liquid immediately flared up great thirst in me. Smacking my lips a bit to wet them and prevent them from cracking, I proceeded to roll my eyes around trying to see more of my surroundings. However, my entire vision was filled with the wooden bucket and tiled floor.
There’s something more I realized. Sunlight gleamed off the liquid. Honest to god sunlight. That meant my ass was no longer stuck in the underground hell of blue crystals. But how did I get here?
As the sunlight reflected upon the bucket, it made my eyes hurt. Pain once again overwhelmed the back of my head, and darkness crept up on me in the corner of my eyes for a few seconds.
When I opened my eyes again, the sun had visibly moved. Perhaps a few hours had gone. But nevermind that, as the pain receded greatly during my impromptu nap. With my senses no longer overrun by agony, I decided to bring some attention to myself.
“Hello?” Calling out with my hoarse throat was almost painful. I needed a drink, and I don’t just mean water.
When no one came, I tried in Balderdash, the language still strange on my tongue even after all this time. Yelling again took more of my meagre strength, nonetheless I forced myself to be louder. “Hello?”
Yet again no one answered. No one came.
“Dammit,” I wheezed out, before closing my mouth and gulping air in vain attempt to ease the scratchiness of my throat. With nothing more to do, I eased myself into the bed or whatever I lay on.
Closing my eyes once again, silence fell upon me like a blanket. Light at first, but heavy all too soon.
The silence pressed on me still, and it made me think about unpleasant things.
The dogs. The air suddenly became acrid with iron and scald. My hands felt the bed under me, soft, like the fur of the dog I sneaked up on.
But I didn’t feel regret, surprisingly. I felt… indifferent, really. Though the thought of killing others wasn’t pleasant, I was convinced, for better or worse, that they deserved it. To enslave others and hold their children hostage—yes, they deserved everything that came to them, though looking back to my time in the prison cell, the children weren’t malnourished or visibly wounded. Perhaps what Doc’d said was true.
Doesn’t make it right, my own answer shattered any kind of remorse that could bubble up in the compassionate part of my heart.
Then, however, the cry of one particular dog echoed seemingly in the empty room. The cry of pain as he hit the wardrobe, cracking it slightly.
The tears of a dog that had to see his son get hurt.
What would I do if I saw my own little brother’s body battered? What would I do to the one responsible?
Trying to shake off the rising thoughts and images that I dared not to think about, but failing miserably with my head still trapped in the opening of the bed, I instead focused on my own spit drifting slowly from my mouth before falling into the bucket below. But the thoughts we try to push out always come back the hardest.
I did it for my brother. Yes. Everything. The killing, the hurting, all of it. And I would do it all over again if it meant being closer to Michael, even if by just a step toward his direction.
They deserved it. Yes, they did. Yes, for Michael.
While being enthralled by my thoughts and my own drool glistening in what appeared to be an afternoon light, my ears didn’t pick up the soft sound of padded paws on the tiled floor, until a goddamn gryphon pushed the bucket away with his head, dopey smile plastered on his face, and beak parted in a cheery, “Hello!”
I jumped in my bed, painfully jerking against the restraints. Saliva went flying everywhere. That erased the smile off the gryphon’s face, but brought a grin to my own.
“Sorry, Paul,” I half chuckled, half gasped for breath from the pain that flared in my left lower back.
My friend gave me a death glare, before moving away from underneath the table and out of my sight.
“A little, umm, help, over here?” I called out after him, hoping he wouldn’t leave me strapped here for whatever reason.
“Yes, yes,” he muttered and sputtered a little, before again appearing in front of my face. “Kočpej,” he said. 
“Coczpay?” I repeated, tasting the word.
He sighed, before carefully saying in Balderdash and gesturing along, “I –” he jabbed a talon at himself  “– go.” 
Then he pointed in some direction to the left. I nodded before he continued, “You –” he almost poked my eye out “– Kočpat here.” 
He raised his... index talon, I guess, then pointed to the ground. I guess he wanted me to stay or something. Not like I had the option of going anywhere. Speaking of going somewhere, my bladder was killing me.
Still, I nodded but inquired in an urgent tone, “Hurry! I need to pee. Psst psst, aaah! You know?”
Paul nodded uncertainly before moving away. Soon there was the sound of a door being shut. Silence reigned once more. 

Not a moment too soon the sound of a door opening woke me from my reverie. Two voices engaged in a conversation drifted into the room, coming closer to me. One I recognized as Paul’s, the other I didn’t know.
About damn time. Another half an hour and I’d probably let it out right there and then.
“Robdé náro,” said the unfamiliar voice.
“Hello,” I replied, not really knowing what the unfamiliar gryphon said. Well, I assumed it was a gryphon. In my reverie, I’d started assuming I was back in the lumberjacking village, in some kind of clinic perhaps.
The straps binding me loosened up, and I would’ve risen up immediately if something didn’t start holding me down. No, that’s not the correct phrase. It felt more like something pressed against me from all sides, holding me in place. There was also a strange faint light of mint green at the edge of my vision.
The something took hold of me, and it moved me into a sitting position without ever letting me go. As the elevation changed, my vision darkened while blood came pouring into my brain. It made me dizzy and sick again, but not enough to start projecting my inner self into the surrounding world. 
When my mind cleared, I noticed something. I couldn’t move my head, body, nothing. Couldn’t even lift a finger. That got my fear meter rising again.
“Hms hin hon?” What’s going on, I tried to ask, realizing soon that my mouth was out of my control, too.
But now, at least, the whole room and its additional two occupants beside me were revealed.
The room definitely had the “hospital” kind of feeling to it. White walls that weren’t surprisingly wood. The floor wasn’t either—large, white tiles covering every inch of it. The daylight was coming from my right, so I assumed there was a window or two there. Unless there was more space behind me, the whole room wasn’t really big, but could fit another patient nonetheless.
The big surprise, however, was the small ochre unicorn wearing a labcoat dwarfed by the bigger gryphon standing beside him, who was also shooting me a happy grin.
His horn was glowing with light green aura. The same color I could see in the corner of my eyes was enveloping me.
So, this is magic? More curious than afraid now, I studied the curling light around his horn as he slowly stepped in front of me, then behind me.
Suddenly, there was a jab of searing pain in my left lower back that overshadowed the dull ache of my entire body. Yelping with my mouth still closed, the aura held me still, thus preventing me from jerking from the pain.
There was a silent, “tsk!” from the doctor’s direction, then a slightly louder, “hmm!” I hmm’d in return.
The aura suddenly disappeared. I could feel myself being released. That meant now was the time for something else to get released. Since there were no doors in front of me, I turned my gaze left as the doctor went back to Paul, with whom he started chitchatting.
There was a door there, plain and white. Those probably led outside, because as I slowly looked behind myself – while the pain in my lower back returned as I did so – there was another door, but this time with a big water drop painted on it in black. No guesses there.
Not wasting time I slowly got up. However, as soon as my feet hit the ground, my legs kicked into overdrive and my entire body basically flew to the bathroom door. There was a shout from behind me, but I paid it no mind. Almost tearing the door off its hinges, I scrambled inside, slamming it shut behind me.

For a week I’ve been constricted to a bed. For a week I wasn’t allowed to leave the room for some reason. I guess it was for my own good, but still. Damn was it boring without technology to occupy my infinitely free time.
So it was that Paul would come every time he could – though I didn’t know what else he was doing that required him to be away so often,  – and teach me some new words and grammar. The progress I’ve made in the week was absolutely... non-existing. With pain occupying my every waking second, it was really hard to stay focused and not doze off from constant fatigue. The lower back rib, fractured I guess, was making my life difficult. Not to mention that my feet and legs still hurt from walking for a few days straight. But I did learn something: hiking is not fun.
The food was… actually kinda surprising. The first food they served me – that was also my first lunch – was a large plate with a lot of things on it. Everything possible from grass to meat. Paul probably forgot to tell them what a human eats. So, I picked up some meat, fruit, vegetables, etc. The following days I’d only get what I’d picked up at my first lunch.
Then there were the regular doctor visits. About a thousand different doctors would often check up on me, studying my body, studying my reactions to certain stuff, studying everything. I let them. Though I didn’t like feeling like a lab rat, it was the least I could do to help them help me get better through higher knowledge of my physiology. Plus, it was better than being strapped to some table where they would be free to experiment on an entirely new species they’ve never seen before. Yeah, put like that, I was lucky once again. 
Paul would always be present throughout these tests, making sure the doctors didn’t go too far. Not like they ever did, but the notion was still much appreciated. That is, he was at almost every test. Whenever they wanted me to get undressed, Paul promptly left the room. Even now he left, leaving me alone with one of those crazy-ass female pony doctors who always seemed to wear a smile. Talk about uncanny valley. 
How do you even call pony males and females? Stallions and mares? But were someone to tell me to picture a stallion or a mare, I’d picture a horse, not a pony. Are there, like, pony equivalents? Hmm. No matter, it’s not like these creatures were Earth-like. Their goddamn saucers peering at me like two abysses that threatened to swallow me up was even more frightening than seeing a beak curl upward in that creepy gryphon smile. Gah!
Anyway, I figured there really wasn’t much harm in getting undressed. There seemed to be some kind of cultural thing for not wearing clothes being the norm, while wearing them was considered a profession or rich thing from what I could gather. The doctors and nurses wore lab coats, yes, but it didn’t really conceal anything. They still had their asses stuck up high into the air for everyone to see no matter if you wanted to or not.
Well, it’s not like I could really stop them or, in this case, her. She was a unicorn, like a lot of the other pony doctors. If they wanted to, they could just rip the clothes off me with their magic, manipulate me in any way they wanted, and I’d be absolutely powerless to do anything. It was better to play it safe. To do as they said.
Thirty minutes later, the pony left my room – still smiling like a plastic barbie doll – and one blushing gryphon came back in.
“What?” I asked innocently, but I knew very well how it must’ve looked. Though, fortunately, nothing inappropriate did happen except for still feeling slightly uncomfortable being naked. Though they had basically unlimited power over me, they still treated me nicely and with respect.
“Inc,” he replied before sitting his feathery background into a comfy chair he had someone bring in. We were going through some words again, but this time he had the luxury of having some books with a lot of pictures. They looked like they were made for a three year old, which is exactly how I felt in this new, unknown world. Like a small kid, but without all the benefits of careless joyful adventures that come with the territory.
By the end of the week, and with the help of all those doctors, the pain had practically faded into nothingness now, but still they kept me locked in there for another week. To run more tests on such a unique specimen – truly an opportunity that couldn’t be passed up – or if they truly cared for my well being, I don’t know. Having to guess, the latter was more likely. All those smiles they gave me, showing real concern. How did I deserve all of that?
The answer came the day before I left.
There was a silent knock on my door, almost wouldn’t have noticed it hadn’t I been awake for quite some time due to my mind being a jumbled mess of emotions and new words that Paul had taught me.
“Come in,” I yelled, not looking toward the door, presuming it was another doctor. But, when the telltale questions I couldn’t answer didn’t come, I looked away from the most interesting ceiling and toward the newcomer.
Pardon me, newcomers.
In came a familiar gryphon and a child, one kinda recognized by my hazy numb mind too. It was the ill gryphon and the small cub near him had to be his child. The gryphon looked much better now, probably thanks to getting help from an actual doctor rather than the presumed changeling one.
The cub – unmistakably male now that my eyes recognized a certain pattern for females and for males – was also pretty happy, beaming up with a huge grin. It was cute and kinda wrong with the smile and all of that. But I got mostly used to it a while ago, so it was more cute than creepy. That thought led to a smile of my own.
The gryphon started talking. He stuttered somewhat, and made gestures that obviously conveyed nervousness or shyness—rubbing his chest, the back of his head, looking anywhere but at me, and so on. Then he finished, looking at me from the corner of his left eye, obviously waiting for me to do something.
Not wanting to spoil the moment, I smiled once again and nodded gratefully.
The gryphon beamed at me with a warmly. That, coupled with  his son happily leaning against him, made my heart all fuzzy. That image alone was enough to calm the storm in my mind. And all was alright once again.

After those two, mostly uneventful, weeks, I was released. Whatever they did at the hospital seemed to help, because I felt like a new person. The pain and exhaustion were completely gone. 
They gave me back my clothes. However, I could see the ponies had some repulsion towards them and were glad when they didn’t have to handle it in any way anymore. The gryphons were cool with it, though. The clothes seemed to have been washed prior to receiving them. It was nice to have them back after wearing some sort of hospital gown they whipped out from somewhere, and which was obviously tailored in haste.
Getting on my boots and wool socks that were smelling quite nice now too, Paul led me down a hospital hallway leading straight out through a pair of glass doors. Behind me the hallway led to a set of metal double-doors with a pair of small circular glass windows in each. The surgery room, probably. Unless there was another branch of the hospital, there appeared to only be ten rooms, two of which had silver nameplates on them. Then there was a small reception and waiting room, after which lay the exit. If the hospital was so small, where did all the doctors come from?
But no wonder it was so small. Bidding the nurse attending to the reception a goodbye, we stepped outside. I was immediately greeted with a familiar sight—the lumberjacking village. Looking behind me, I discovered why such a modern hospital didn’t stand out like a fist in the eye in such a small, backwards village. It was meticulously paneled with wood and thatch to not make it stand out. Why anyone would do that was beyond me.
Again I faced the square, where gryphons bustled about, selling and buying things. There seemed to be some sort of sale going on. Overall, there had to be the entire village cramped there. 
There was a yell to my right. Almost instantly, half the gryphons looked toward me. The others, wondering what was going on, followed their brethrens’ gazes. Thus it was that I had the attention of the entire village. More yells started to sound throughout the crowd, and soon I was smothered by a few brave souls that seemed to be really excited upon seeing me for some reason.
“What’s going on?!” I tried to yell at Paul who meanwhile stepped a little sideways to give my… “followers” more space. But alas, my meek yell was drowned out in the sea of excited chatter. Looking at Paul, the smug bastard smiled at me.
Soon I was surrounded, trapped, encircled by a lot of carnivorous predators. However, about half of them were smaller than the regular gryphons, those standing a little behind, smiling at the antics of the younger ones. The other half were all grown up and stuff, looking really grateful for some reason.
The crowd parted a little as the familiar dark grey gryphon with white-streaked chest stepped forward. Unlike last time, though, his chestnut eyes no longer promised doom upon my soul. Rather, he was smiling—something I found uncharacteristic of him in our passing acquaintance. In his right claw he held a large pouch.
The crowd fell silent as he entered the ring, strolling forward until he was in front of me. I looked down at him, and he looked up at me. A sort of strange feeling befell me, as if we were companions from long ago, but until now didn’t remember each other.
“Thank you,” he said warmly before handing me the pouch, I accepted it uncertainly. It was pretty heavy, and a lot of things jingled in it. Before he could withdraw his claw, I clasped my hand around it, and we shook our respective appendages in a sort of “you’re welcome.”
The crowd erupted in cheering, my heart aflutter. Though I’d probably never know for certain, somehow I felt that it was because of what I’d done in the mines. Logically speaking, it was the only reason I could think of. Plus, the pouch had a lot of precious-looking gems in it, so there was that for proof.
After the heartfelt exchange between me and their leader, the crowd dispersed, though I could still feel their eyes on me. Paul toured me throughout the small village. He’d even, with some reluctance from me, lift me up into the air to let me see the entirety of it.
The beauty of it all, the harmony in which the gryphons lived with their surroundings; it was… liberating.
That night we were invited to stay at the personal house of the leader, which was also the city hall. It had a huge room in its forefront which looked to be designed to hold a large number of people. There were two rows of tables and chairs – though they looked more like pillows than traditional human chairs – dominated the entire room. And it was filled to the brim with gryphons and some ponies. A feast was taking place, and Paul and I were invited. My guess was it was held in celebration of all that’d happened—the liberation of the mines, the freeing of slaves, the sacrifice of liberators.
The night quickly became a blur induced by heavy amounts of rough ale that quickly got into my mind. Indeed, the nonsensical conversations I was having with other gryphons who started to look the same. Paul trying to flaunt in front of others with his impromptu dancing number. All of which was followed by more gryphons throwing away their social barriers, joining in on the fun in their own special, drunken ways.
For a single night, I was truly happy again, all my problems simply leaving me. For a moment, I forgot about my journey, my brother, and my justified crimes.
Yes, all was indeed alright once again, if only for a single moment.

	
		Chapter 12: Latimer's mercy



As it was, we were back on the road. Paul had filled our bags (he got himself his own supplies now, thankfully), with all manner of necessary things to survive in the great wide outdoors, prior to my full recovery. Or he was a wizard and whipped out two full bags of supplies out of nowhere. Whichever was right, we were able to hit the road almost immediately after clearing our hangover with some nice goodbye lunch with the equally hungover leader slash mayor.
Some villagers not busy with their work and kids gathered at the edge of the village, all bidding us goodbye. Soon, the road once again crunched under my feet. Once we were out of town, however, I figured I should take great care to look over the supplies Paul had acquired, much to his dismay, seeing I didn’t quite trust him with the proper “backpack” management. Couldn’t blame me. He did, after all, forget to pack anything when we began this journey.
There were general food items and a canteen full of water. Then, beneath, were some blankets and more clothes.
Wait, is that… a map. I quickly pulled it out and unfolded it. I hadn’t been allowed to bring any maps with me, the teacher explicitly implying that he had borrowed them to me, not given. No matter, I was able to memorize the area and where I had to go before giving them back, so I wasn’t really worried. But as I unfolded my map, it felt reassuring to see that we were on the right track.
Folding it back into the pack, I rummaged around some more. There was the picture of a human child, a new tinderbox to replace my lost flint and steel, blankets, spare clothes, some more food—mostly dried or smoked meat. But then…
I picked up a carving knife, its blade hidden in a leather sheath. The image of a deer, bleeding on the ground with terrified eyes blackened my vision for a split of a second, followed closely by a dead dog with a mace stuck in his head.
“Damn,” I muttered and shook my head a little to clear it. Slowly putting the knife back between a folded blanket, my hands rummaged further into the rucksack. At the very bottom was the bag filled with gems, then nothing more.
At the sides of the backpack was a rope on one side, a waterskin filled to the brim with water and a crystal lantern on the other side. For a moment I contemplated putting the lantern inside the backpack, but ultimately decided against it. The whole structure of it was firm solid—the real deal. The lantern looked like it wouldn’t break even if I fell on it. Plus, this way it was easier to reach should I need it. All I had to do was remove the thick, black cloth covering it to get instant light.
However, there was a strap on the side above the rope that was missing something. A weapon.
Damn, I forgot to buy a new weapon while in the village. It was a lumberjacking village. They were bound to have a blacksmith to keep axes sharp and in supply. Having just a small – albeit still deadly – knife as the only weapon was unacceptable after my experiences.
Frustrated, I threw the rucksack over my back and turned to walk back toward the village. Paul was a little confused.
“A weapon,” I said while shaking my hand as if stabbing someone, after which I pointed at the empty space at the side of my rucksack.
“Aah,” he sighed in recognition and joined me at my side. 
As we walked, I watched Paul’s composure. He swaggered about in his usual relaxed pose, a childlike excitement in his steps. Absolutely nothing had changed about him. Was he really so used to violence that the mines didn’t leave any visible effects on him.
Or better yet, the probability that he was never there was more likely. I mean, even predators would cringe at the killing, and I’ve only got a glimpse of it. The whole place must’ve been a slaughterhouse now. That would leave a mark on you, predator or not.
Indeed, the more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Had he known what I’d done, he would never look at me the same way again. And he would definitely not celebrate my part in all of… that.
Or maybe gryphons really were such predators that things like that didn’t faze them.
Upon returning to the village, the villagers expressed a little surprise to see us again, but didn’t really comment. With a few questions from Paul, we soon came to the smithy where I bought a small hand-axe that was just a tad bigger than my previous one (sadly, he had no maces). Well, I didn’t exactly buy it, because the blacksmith practically forced the axe on me before ushering us out. Not looking the gift horse in the mouth, I just used some spare cloth to wrap it around the axe’s blade before slipping it into the rucksack’s strap.
An hour of precious daylight wasted (it was already afternoon by this point), but a necessary sacrifice for what could save my, and to an extension, Paul’s life. 
Meanwhile, Paul snickered as he watched me put the axe in its place. Upon giving him a curious look, he magically pulled a big-ass axe with a short handle from underneath the rucksack he had strapped to his back, the axe’s blade covered in thick cloth too. The damn thing looked like a portable version of an executioner’s axe.
The snicker turned into a full chuckle as he watched my dumb expression. Just shaking my head at his silliness, I pulled out the map from within the backpack’s depths before throwing said bag over my back.
We again left the village, slowly making our way north-northeast, where our goal lay. A huge blotch that seemed to dominate the upper right middle of the map. The city where the picture was supposedly bought.
Now we found ourselves at the edge of the map, somewhere far southwest. The forest was only partially drawn, barely showing Paul’s home. The map, however, seemed to be centered around what I presumed to be the capitol – the city which we were trying to reach, where the pony merchant back at Paul's village got the picture of a human child. There were arrows at the edges of the map, indicating something more was there. Nevermind that, just from the small distance we crossed from the mountain village to this one, and by how long it took us to get here, I presumed we had a long, long way to go. Too long for my tastes. I could only guess, though. The map scale was in a whole different measuring system, thus I had no way of estimating anything correctly.
At least now, according to the map, we would have a large area of plains to cross before coming to a forest that lay beneath a huge mountain range that spanned like a scar from southeast, before splitting in two, one going north to the capital city and beyond, curving to northwest, and another range going west and then a bit north before disappearing into nothingness just before what I assumed was a see that dominated the upper left corner of the map. These two mountain ranges formed a large semi-circle valley that seemed to be filled with many blotches of trees, smaller hills, then a lot of cities, towns, and villages. No wonder, the mountain ranges would be a great natural protection against large invading armies.
Basically, we had two options. Go back a little northeast, then continue north until we hit the mountains, after which we would follow along them until they disappeared, then just go east to the capital city. There were some towns and villages along the sierra that we could visit to resupply. Plus, the path was pretty straightforward.
But it would also take us, like, two months, assuming we would begin to walk at the break of dawn and go to sleep when our respective walking appendages were falling off.
The second option was to go through the mountains. The problem’s that the sierra was thick. Not as thick as the forest we left behind, but thick nonetheless. Also, if the dark tops of the mountains drawn onto the map were any indication, the mountains weren’t exactly your everyday hills.
Just going straight through the forest took us about four days of walking while taking quite the number of breaks. However, I had to assume that going through these mountains wouldn’t be so straightforward. Furthermore, there would probably be many twists, turns, etc.
Perhaps it could take us a week or two to pass through. Still that was two weeks compared to two months, and as such was a no-brainer decision.
Now to just get there...

The forest was nice. There was always something to look at, something to learn.
But now? Now we had open fields—nothing but the dirt ground with the endless grass all around us for company. Of course, Paul and I had each other, but...
We kept giving each other looks – the ones people do when they try to engage in a conversation but it’s just too awkward – jerking our heads all the time, making it look as if we had a stroke or something.
“Ok, fuck this,” I blurted out after the frustration and awkwardness reached a whole new boiling point, making me throw my arms to the heavens above in plea of salvation from this silent hell. An hour was as much as I could do. No more.
Paul jerked back in sudden surprise, wings flaring, almost knocking me down with them. But he calmed down pretty soon, and looked understandingly at my outburst. The silence had to get on his nerves, too.
The problem is, there wasn’t much to be said. Not in the current state of things. I’ve never been too good with languages, and though Balderdash was somehow easy to learn, there was still much I didn’t know. Mainly, vocabulary. Paul and me made some progress in that regard while in the hospital, but it wasn’t enough to hold a meaningful conversation.
“Nothing,” I said at last, walking the beaten path once again, Paul trailing beside me. It was something Paul and me would have to trudge through before my Balderdash was at least on the level of a three years old.
Dammit.

It was getting dark already. The fact that we started in the early afternoon due to unforeseen complications meant we didn’t really get as far as I’d wanted to.
We did manage to hit an important landmark, though.
A series of smaller hills dotted with large holes everywhere, mainly at their bases, opened up in a small valley before us, the occasional somewhat rocky hill or two covered with large patches of deciduous trees, their strange silvery leaves bristling in the wind like thousands of blades.
Not really pausing at the strange sight, but definitely having piqued my curiosity, we moved toward one of the larger patches of trees by a particularly higher hill, making our way carefully around the many deep holes. There we would hopefully find shelter under the thick crowns of the silvery giants.
Oh, great, I thought as something wet landed on my nose. First I looked up, hoping to see no silhouette of a bird against the clouded sky when another raindrop hit me squarely in the right eye.
Yelping a little, I started rubbing it, only to have my face assaulted by two more in quick succession.
“There!” I pointed forward before taking off into a light jog, the darker beige gryphon catching up with me and soon getting ahead of me.
I smiled, thinking, Oh no you don’t, while trying to race him to the small forest. But I guess being a quadruped had its merits, because he was there way sooner than me. When I finally did get there, I was a panting mess. It wasn’t really the run that wind me up as much as having to avoid falling into the strange holes.
Paul just flashed me one of his signature smirks.
“Cheeky bastard,” I grumbled while leaning forward against a tree, trying to get some needed oxygen into my body.
When I finally felt like not dying, I looked at the sparse forest and the slightly sloped hill, this one not as rocky as the other ones, making it possible for more of the silver-leaved trees to grow there. A small creek appeared to round the hill, filling many of the holes, making strange-looking but incredibly clean ponds at the base of the hill and in the crevice between the hill itself and another hill it bordered. Paul immediately went to one such pond, drinking deeply of it. Me, I didn’t want to risk anything, so I rather unscrewed the lid of my waterskin and gave myself a healthy swig.
The raindrops started hitting the silvery giants in a cascade of silent drums, while a slight breeze picked up, playing the leaves like an orchestra. It was… enchanting. Peaceful.
Paul came up to me, sighing in content, his beak glistening with a smile. I smiled back, before nodding my head forward. Though the trees were big and could provide shelter, it still wouldn’t be enough to keep us from getting drenched in the upcoming rain that looked like it would last for a while if the dark clouds forming above us were any indication.
As we began to round the hill, I took more notice of the holes. For some reason, I found them strange, unnatural really. Like they weren’t supposed to be there. An uneasy feeling settled over me, and one glance at Paul confirmed he thought the same of this place. But… why?
The hill started to get more rocky and steep, the holes getting bigger and the trees becoming scarcer—the very opposite of what we were searching for. But then we found it.
In a particularly large hole that seemed to have cut to the base of the now steep hill, an entrance to a cave seemed to have formed in the stone wall. It was obscured by some foliage, but still visible enough that we didn’t miss it. I couldn’t really see inside though, the fading light of day unable to pierce its depths. That was good, it meant it would most likely protect us from rain.
Smiling at our luck, I reached behind and unholstered my axe, untying the cloth protecting its blade. Paul paused a little at it, before nodding to himself and grabbing his own axe. If the cave was inviting to us, why wouldn’t it be inviting to animals?
Paul shot up, gliding silently through the drizzle. I sneaked on with my axe ready, slowly coming up to the cave mouth. Peering inside as Paul drifted above me, prepared to deal with anything should it attack me, I noticed two things. The cave wasn’t really that deep, and there were signs of habitation. Flat rocks pressed together, covered with silvery leaves. A few rocks forming a circle around white ash; there was something living here, and it was intelligent. But whatever it was, it wasn’t there right now.
I beckoned to Paul, who swooped down into the cave, almost colliding with a wall. Stifling a laugh, I quickly put down my backpack and axe, then ran to some trees. Moving quickly, soon I brought an armload of twigs back to the cave. Paul followed my example and returned with an armload of his own, but at the cost of getting himself drenched as the rain picked up.
The poor gryphon looked like a wet puppy before going sideways from me, where he shook out as much water as he could while sneezing. I couldn’t help but laugh at his antics and confused look.
As my laughter died down, I plopped myself near the circle of stone with my axe and a few twigs. Propping a thick twig against one of the stones, slowly and carefully I started peeling thin strips of wood with my axe, placing them into the stone circle. As I did so, Paul sat down on the ground near me, watching the rain with strange calmness and a content smile. I smiled too and continued peeling apart few of the twigs until there was a mound of thin strips. Using my new tinderbox, it didn’t take long before there was a small fire going on, to which the wet gryphon huddled closer. We sat around the fire for a few minutes like that, watching the rain as the world slowly faded into blackness.
And then he came.
If I’d thought Paul looked like a drenched puppy, then here stood the real deal. Fur and dirty clothes clinging to him, he looked malnourished and beaten. With a miserable look on his face, he stood in the cave mouth, far enough from us that we couldn’t reach him should we chase him, but close enough that the rain didn’t patter him.
Didn’t take me even a second to recognize him. His small frame, his pleading eyes. And I knew that he recognized me, his face changing like the wind and rain outside: shock, hurt, anger. All played in a cacophony of flashes on his dog face.
The alpha’s son peered back at me like a nightmare come true. Everything froze for a few terrible heartbeats.
“Hey,” Paul said softly, followed by a few words I didn’t recognize. But there was no need, for I recognized what he was saying. He spoke softly, unthreateningly—the tone you used to speak to a frightened child you didn’t know anything about yet tried to comfort still. 
The gryphon didn't recognize the enemy.
Paul hadn’t been there, in the blue caverns. He really hadn’t. For some reason, it felt like a heavy burden fell from my shoulders.
The gryphon’s voice brought the small diamond dog out of his stupor, now genuinely confused. But I looked no further, instead turning back to the fire, feeding it another thick twig. I couldn’t bear to look at the small, hurt child – the consequence of my actions – any longer. And suddenly, just like that, my own resolve in what I’d done slowly cracked.
Paul talked, his voice like a silk on my ears, like a song on my soul. It spoke of better tomorrows, of hurt fading away. The same voice I used when my small brother was hurt and I tried all I could to make it better.
I forced my eyes shut, lest they give up more than I was willing to show right now. I had to be strong.
My ears picked up the telltale signs of claws scraping against the stone ground, but what was surprising was they seemed to come closer rather than fade away into the distance.
Indeed, as I looked with my very own eyes, the cub slowly walked toward Paul. He looked more miserable now. The gryphon even pulled out some food from his own pack, almost startling the dog away. But the allure of food seemed irresistible, so the cub walked forward.
Without warning, when he was close, he slashed his claws at me. I barely managed to pull back from having my face slashed into ribbons.
“Motherfucker!” I yelled in surprise, picking up the nearest object – my axe – while readying myself to to fight for my life. However, there was no need for that because Paul, almost like someone bipolar, quickly changed from a fatherly figure to killer warmachine of doom in the split of a second. He bore down upon the dog with his whole body, tackling him to the ground in an immobilizing grip.
My body started shaking with sudden fright, adrenaline bringing sharpness to my senses, making me jumpy. But I let myself release the axe, scraping backwards along the ground before any rash decisions could be made.
The whelp never stood a chance. He shook a few times, trying to free his arms, trying to scratch and bite Paul. However, soon he realized he stood no chance and stopped fighting, face resting against the cold ground.
Without having the gryphon prompt me, I dashed to my backpack, then Paul’s, getting two sturdy ropes and handing them the Paul.
Soon enough, there was a small dog, arms and legs tied up hard enough that he couldn’t move – but not enough to interrupt the flow of blood into his limbs – sitting against a wall near the fireplace.
“Well, now what,” I voiced my concerns, having absolutely no idea what to do with him. My dear friend seemed to have an idea already, though, and that was to still try to befriend the vicious child. Poor Paul almost got his claws bit off as the small dog snapped at him while he tried to feed him. That seemed enough even for the kind gryphon, hissing something in the clickity language of his before taking a huge bite off the bread while glaring at the dog. The whelp glared back, even more so now, which seemed to satisfy Paul because he soon moved closer to the fire where I sat eating my own piece of bread.
There was another thing. We couldn’t afford to sleep while he was around. While the ropes were sturdy, it wouldn’t do much against the diamond dog’s teeth and claws should he decide to free himself while we slept. We would need to take turns guarding him.
At the thought I let out a frustrated moan, before reaching to another twig to feed the fire. Paul looked at me, questioning my use grumbling.
“Night, me; morning, you,” I said, while pointing at the diamond dog. He just cocked his head, not really understanding. 
“Whatever.” I waved off before getting up. The rain wasn’t strong now, barely a drizzle. “We need more wood.” I pointed at the almost non-existent pile of twigs. “Need wood,” I repeated in Balderdash.
Paul looked at the dwindling pile, then outside. He nodded and got up, walking away from the fire’s warmth. He shook a little, sighing before taking flight. While he was away, I kept guard on at the kid from the corner of my eye, but never directly looked at him.
Soon he came back, dropping off his cargo before flying back into the night. It was almost pitch black out there now, the rain and clouds blocking off the moon and stars.
After several runs, there was enough wood to last us most of the night. Paul, tired and drenched, plopped himself near the fireplace, drying himself with one of the blankets. I fed the fire some more twigs to make the fire bigger for Paul, lest he catch a cold. He smiled gratefully before putting the wet blanket near a distance away from the fire, then huddling himself in another one he pulled out of his rucksack. Soon he slid to the ground sleepily.
“G’night,” he murmured, an obvious effort to even speak.
I smiled, saying, “Goodnight, Paul.”
Nevermind we never did establish nightwatch.
After what felt like forever of staring into the mesmerising flames, I grabbed my waterskin, drinking deeply of it. Then, on some instinct, I reached out with my hand holding the waterskin toward the alpha’s son. He just kept glaring at me, his eyes unsettling me for some reason.
“Kid, you look like you sparred with death itself. You need this.” With those words I reached out with the waterskin even further, almost close enough for him to just reach it with his head and drink. Alas, my goodness was repaid only with him having snap at me, but I was ready for that. Anger welled inside me.
“Your loss,” I spat, taking a swig again out of spite. That only made him glare harder. If looks could kill and all that jazz.
What the hell are we going to do with you.
Slowly but surely, silence prevailed throughout the cave. Even the wind and rain outside seemed a distant, forgotten howl. It did, however, get cold rather quickly after sunset. Even the fire failed to push the entirety of chillness of the night away. So, shuffling over to my backpack, I pulled out one of the blankets—the one I knew didn’t have a knife folded inside itself.
A small pouch fell as the blanket unfurled.
“Huh?”
I gingerly picked it up, hefting it. The thing was light, but there was definitely something rustling inside. I untied the string holding it closed, immediately looking inside.
A pleasant aroma wafted forth to my nose as I realized what was inside. The whole pouch was packed with small thick leaves I immediately recognized as the local alternative to a toothpaste.
How did I miss this? A smile cracked on my lips as I breathed deeply of the menthol-like fragrance. Immediately, I picked two of them and shoved them in my mouth almost hungrily, chewing on them with great relief. I don’t know what it was about them, but they were such a pleasure to chew. You couldn’t swallow them of course – something I learned the hard way – so it was imperative to not get carried away in their amazing taste.
Few minutes of loud chewing, which seemed to irritate the small dog, and I spat out the paste the leaves had become into the fire. The glob sizzled a little before giving out small drafts of aromatic smoke that soon filled the small cave with a pleasant aroma. Afterwards, I rinsed my teeth with another gulp of water, which I spat aside. Though the water was something I’d have to cherish, I still had a full canteen in my backpack. Plus, one mouthful of water wasn’t worth the trouble of swallowing some of the paste.
The kid whined, though I think it was involuntarily. I turned to him, his composure a little softer now than before, but as soon as I met his eyes, they blazed with unadulterated hatred once again.
Reading faces is never easy, even if you’re looking at a human, not to mention sapient anthropomorphic creatures. It’s not really that simple as books, movies, and video games make it out to be. There’s always subtlety in everyone’s face with the possibility of faking your emotions. Only the true masters that had lifelong experiences could discern the subtle notion’s on one’s face—the things that betrayed on a subconscious level what he or she really thought.
But there are also the times when you just know. When there’s no doubt in your mind of the true intents behind one’s mask, behind the eyes. A certain rawness; unmistakable, striking truth.
This was one of those moments, I realized as I looked into this barely teen’s eyes. It was hate unlike anything I had seen outside of stories.
And that’s when I knew that he would brave storms and scorching sun, deserts and forests, seas and continents; yes, he would brave it all to get to me, to have the chance to end my life. There was no doubt in my and his mind about that. No talking could undo what I’d planted inside his heart.
He watched me kill his father, he watched as the gryphons slaughtered his clan—probably his entire family. And he blamed me for all of it.
No kindness from Paul or me would convince him otherwise. He wasn’t a child anymore. He really wasn’t anything anymore but a vessel to enact some grand revenge on the ones he considered monsters, damned be the reality that he was also one.
Do you know those thoughts that creep into your mind without any indication; without any reason? The thoughts that sometimes plague you as they hammer on your consciousness? The ones that make you stop in real life, perhaps even jerk your head in disgust?
Kill him, was one such thought, coming like lightning from a clear sky. Spare yourself the trouble; spare him his abomination of a life.
“No,” I moaned out at the unwelcome intrusion of my mind, shaking my head slowly as if to get rid of something latched onto my head. But it was there, unyielding. It wouldn’t leave until I considered it.
“No more killing!” I hissed through clenched teeth. 
The dog smiled viciously as he saw my distress.
A thousand reasons, both logical and raving mad, flashed through my mind in an instant. I’d read dozens of stories, seen dozens of movies; I knew how this would end up. But that wasn’t really the reason I even considered such an inhuman deed. No, I’d even seen such things with my own eyes during my life. I was going to save myself a load of trouble which would probably still result in this diamond dog’s death. 
It wasn’t just about me, though. A life of revenge changed one’s mind, twisting it into a neverending spiral of lunacy. Such people caused a lot of suffering, not only to the one they hunted in the name of perverted justice, but also to all that stood in their way, that ever so lightly brushed against their savage life. Life. Not really much of a life to speak of.
Somehow, my body listened to the thoughts. Without even knowing it at first, my right hand gripped the handle of the axe lying near me.
But all the reasons weren’t enough to do what I had condemned the diamond dogs for in the first place:
I just shook my head. “No. Never would I lay a hand on a child, you miserable cunt. Never.”
Slowly, my hand came free of the axe, letting it slowly slide back to the ground. 
For a long while, there was nary a silence, heavy and burdensome. Not even the cracking of the fire, the howling of winds, the drumming of rain could dispel it.
He whined again, silently; almost too silently for me to hear. I heard it nonetheless. Upon a closer look, he was shivering.
Somehow, just this small thing pushed away my thoughts away, letting me concentrate on the now instead of what will be. I picked up the blanket I’d pulled out of my backpack, then slowly carried it over to the dog who rested with his back against the wall a small way from the fireplace.
The alpha’s son growled, even such a thing probably costing him all his remaining strength because he visibly sagged once he saw I wouldn’t go away. He didn’t snap at me as I tucked him in the blanket while still keeping my distance from his snout. I didn’t cover his feet where he was bound with ropes, nor a small part of his chest where his paws were tightened with a rope against it, preventing him from scratching at his bindings.
He kept growling until I moved away once again. With heaviness of unwanted burdens, my feet carried me to my backpack once again. Pulling the remaining blanket out while putting the knife folded inside back into the bag, my drowsy mind had me sit at my place once again, but this time I draped myself with the blanket.
Then I looked out of the small cave, out into the winds and rain. I watched the invisible patterns that played across the land, listened to the shifting melody of gusts. I watched as the rain stopped and the light of moon showered the rocky hills and the strange trees in its silvery light.
I watched until I could bear to watch no more. Waking Paul up from his deep sleep, him glaring at me through an annoying look, I promptly passed out without really explaining anything. My body couldn’t bring itself to utter a word.
I just… needed… to rest…

	
		Chapter 13: Does the walker choose the path?



The dawn was crimson and ruled by horrors.
I found myself standing in a field, armies marching, destroying all that stood in their path. Holding my ground, my eyes beheld as they murdered what I could only call deer and stags, like the one Jake had killed. Children, adults, elderly; none were spared.
In the caves far beneath the earth, they remained trapped for a long time, suffering in the dark. They huddled as hope died away.
And, in the middle of it all, was a tangible darkness gusting forth from the earth’s depths like smoke out of a billowing volcano, forming into a pool of mist unseen.
It was power, raw and primeval. It pulled me ever closer, beckoning. I reached toward it, trying to touch it, the dark power. I wanted it. No, I needed it… to save my brother and myself.
So, I did.
An electrifying feeling surged through me in a wave, coursing through my veins. It was the feeling of impossibility becoming real. My heart pounded with strength that could shake the world. My mind clearer than ever conjured answers to all questions.
Do you want this? The pool whispered.
“I want it all,” I answered before it even finished asking.
And so it was.

“Wake up.” Someone nudged me. It brought coldness which caressed me back into the waking world. The singing and chirping of birds felt like an alarm clock pounding against my tired mind.
“Noooo,” I moaned and rolled over trying to get away from the intrusive smells and light. Dammit, I was beginning to really hate this. Walk all day, sleep, walk all day, sleep, like a goddamned vicious cycle that slowly tore me down into a quivering mess of aching muscles and fatigue. But, for my little brother, it would all be worth it.
Like the days before the blue mines – hell, before this world – I forced myself to get up.
There was something sizzling on the rocks circling the fire that still burned strong. Paul sat near the fireplace, looking at me. He seemed as if he had been up for a while now. Surveying the small cave showed me the lack of diamond dogs. I honestly didn’t know how to feel about that.
Glad to still be alive, I guess . That was true since my body still retained its status quo ante bellum, so Paul had probably gotten the clue about nightwatch and whatnot. But where the dog was now would hopefully remain forever a mystery.
“Good morning, Paul,” I smiled despite my uneasiness while stretching my sore back and bruised shoulder. Sleeping on the ground was something else I’d probably never get used to. I missed my bed so much during the past two or something months, though it wasn’t all that bad back at the village.
We ate the roasted meat Paul had gotten from who knows where. Wasn’t much without salt and spices, but still better than nothing. At least we spared some of our supplies, though as I’d said, Paul’s food supplies were just a snack for his frame. Blasted gryphons and their bottomless bellies.
Neither of us bothered to break up the campfire. It wouldn’t be able to do much harm in the cave’s confines. We only took what was ours, perhaps sensing that the dog would most likely return upon our leave. At least that’s what I hoped he would do. Though in my heart I knew he would follow us.
Everything packed, we were on our way once again. We rounded the hill until our respective walking appendages hit the road again. Soon the forest was behind us, the strange silvery trees waving us their goodbye. For a short moment I stopped and observed the malapropos, jagged hills.
There was power there. Now that Paul and I left the place, there seemed to be something missing, a strange feeling like I’d forgotten something important. Somehow, I knew it was there, tempting me with its untouchable presence.
“Go,” Paul called after me, now a few meters ahead of me. So, I turned, and the journey continued.

Days passed, blurred in an incomprehensible mass of light and dark that came and went, only few events happened during that time. 
There wasn’t all that much to do in the broad daylight but walking and looking inconspicuous, which we didn’t really go into any details with. No longer did we bother to hide my presence. Sure, travellers we began to meet were aplenty. Though most gave us nary but second glances before moving on with their business, some glanced back, studying me perhaps. Couldn’t blame them. I’d be curious too. If anything, Paul did all of the talking again.
“Watch,” He said as we stopped beneath a lone tree on a small hill—acting like a beacon in the endless seas of grass and shrubs typical to steppi. We seemed to be leaving behind the lush green fields – sometimes cultivated with wheat or other sorts of cereals, and whenever it was corn we usually took advantage of it, getting us some more food for free. 
The terrain thus slowly changed to accommodate to the slightly colder climate. Because of that, the farmlands became scarcer too. With it we lost a reliable source of food. I know, stealing is wrong, but really, most of the times the fields were too big for us to make any sort of dent in the wallets of whoever owned the fields. I also noticed that gryphons were, for some reason, really fond of corn.
This small hill with the lone tree overlooked a huge lake. The higher ground made visible a farmhouse on the other side of the lake with a small pier and an even smaller boat floating near.  Otherwise the land was silent, only wind sifting through the branches and leaves above me, soothing my aching body and troubled mind, though just a little. However, even that was enough, as with every passing day, the dread in me grew like a cancer.
Paul shot up into the sky. The strange sky that seemed so different from our world, yet so similar at the same time. The clouds, for example, were closer to the ground. One, two minutes was all Paul needed to touch them and… mold them?
Wait...
He freaking touched them, taking a huge chunk from it – almost as large as he was – and sculpting it with his bare claws. At least that’s what it looked like from the ground where I was. My eyesight was pretty good overall – something I’d inherited from my father and which didn’t diminish much even with all the time I’d spent reading books – but even so it was difficult to really see what was going on. What I’d seen was soon confirmed as he slowly drifted down to me, lying on the cloud as if it were a water lounger, steering his craft with wings to prevent it from flowing away on wisps of wind.
“What the fuck,” I mouthed to myself, looking at the impossibility before me. Then memories from the first month or so in this world reminded me of something. I’d seen this before, in the village, but I never paid it much mind thinking it was just my imagination. Plus I’d had a lot of other stuff to worry about.
Reaching out to the cloud, my hand and arm passed through it like it was nothing but condensed water and gases. Or whatever else clouds were made of. Yet, Paul was lounging on it like it was a couch made of cotton.
“This is amazing.” My mind was blown. One would think that after gryphons, magic, diamond dogs and exploding lanterns, I’d be less surprised over such things. But the truth was the opposite.
Paul took in my amazement with a playful grin. After a while, though, he announced once again, “Watch.”
He flew up, the cloud dispersing with a mighty puff of his wings, the remnants passing through me, clinging to my clothes in small droplets.
Annoyed, though excited at the prospect of more amazing things, I sat down onto the ground where grass didn’t grow, and I watched.
The laugh of youth filled the early afternoon. This, with the beautiful virgin land, the lake glistening with beams of sunlight, the constant warm breeze; it all washed away the ever-present feeling of dread I always felt completely. Once again, a heavy burden seemed to have fallen from my heart.
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I looked up at Paul. He flew through the clouds, trailing wisps of mist behind himself; all whilst making daring dives and complicated stunts. Until, finally, he let himself relax completely and fell into the water.
I was still smiling as his head emerged and he started paddling back to the shore.
He again reminded me of a drenched dog, but way, way funnier. The wet feathers clung tight to his body as he wobbled up, until giving the signature shake of all animals that tried to get rid of the excess water on their fur and feathers.
What finally skipped to my side was nothing short of a fuzzy ball that just asked to be petted. The temptation was too strong not to, and Paul knew it all too well.
As my hand reached out toward him, he gave me a winning smile as he, full of pride, said more than asked, “Nice, huh?”
“Yeah.” I buried my hand so deep into his feathers I started to question whether there was anything else he was composed of. Paul seemed in heaven as I scratched his back, between his back all the way from his neck to the place between his wings. That one in particular seemed quite sensitive.
All in all, it was a good day.

Not two days after we set out from the silvery hills did we come across another village. Crouching in the high grass behind a few trees on a hill overlooking the… well, it wasn’t really a village; more a town. It was a lot larger than the lumberjacking village.
Not wanting a repeat of what had happened before, I didn't dare to approach any further. Instead, I let Paul handle our supplies. All I did then was crouch somewhere for a few hours while contemplating the meaning of everything around me—anything to take my mind off the improbable goal before me.
Though I did watch the village from time to time. I didn’t see much through the palisade surrounding the village, but there were a lot more gryphons bustling about, some even armored, moving about in squadrons of three or four along the top of the walls or on the outer town perimeter. Half of all the gryphons in the town, if I had to guess, were in the air. Something I had noticed was that the gryphons really loved their flying capabilities. On the road, we only really saw walkers if they had too heavy carts, they were resting, or they weren’t equipped by nature for flight. 
Then, once Paul got back from his supply hunting, we’d set out just before it started to get dark. Normally, we’d have set camp way before then, but we both understood without needing words to not want to risk breaking camp anywhere near the town where others could find us. I had my reasons, but I didn’t really know if Paul was just going along with it or if he had his own, personal reasons.
For the next week, we came across two more towns, each larger than the one before as we neared the mountains. The terrain began to get more forest-like again, but the greenwoods and mixed forests gave way to rigid coniferous forests.
We took extra care to take a long roundabout whenever we approached the towns. We were a lot wiser now, Paul and I.

Once we were just breaking camp after walking with less pauses than normally because we couldn't find a good place to camp. The mountains on the horizon were nothing but black misty outlines by the time we found a relatively secluded place between a few trees near a small pond.
I’d had enough by then, wanting nothing more than to just slump down and sleep forever. My tiredness and sleepiness contributed to a slightly higher level of irritation, coupled with the need to weed out a small place so the annoying weeds wouldn’t catch on fire.
When the circle of stones was closed, the fire started, and the blankets spread, there was nothing more for me but to lie down to enjoy some well deserved rest. That’s of course when Paul came to me.  
“Now we javotob,” he announced in a solemn tone before dropping into what I presumed was a fighting stance.
“Paul, not now,” I sighed tiredly.
“What?” He asked still in that solemn voice. He didn’t seem like he would stop doing whatever he was doing. I think he tried to look threatening, but to me he looked like the silly, cute gryphon he always had been.
Ignoring him, I sat down.
That’s when he attacked. Tackling me, I hit the blanket head on as my body was now drowned in a sea of soft feathers.
“Hmhml!”
“Yt javotob!” He yelled into my ear before jumping back, crouching into his predatory stance. He no longer looked silly or cute.
“Oh, it’s fucking on!” 
And so we sparred, and we’d been doing so ever since.

The remnants of a town burned beneath the shadows of mountains.
I looked at the map again.
“Yep,” I clicked my tongue while folding the map. This was the last town before the mountain trek. Was being a crucial word here. From even this far, through the thin trails of smoke wafting up from whatever hadn’t completely burned down yet,  I could see that there was actually a visible, paved path leading into the mountains. Perhaps the trek wouldn’t take as long as I’d thought.
The town, however, was still a problem. Especially with the smell of blood, smoke, and dying hope. The stench made its way to us even as we observed from afar from a hilltop that cut from the forest like a teeth, letting us see all around us. The town itself was located by the base of one of the huge mountains in a large clearing that must’d only expanded over time. It wasn’t a large town, but from the remains I could see that it was quite important and wealthy.
Then there were the gryphons, armed to the teeth, circling like vultures around a dying prey, just waiting for the last breath.
Though we were far, gryphons had amazing sight. If I could see them, so the could see me. Not wanting to attract the attention of fully armed master predators, I slowly came down the hill and into the cover of trees. Paul looked for a while longer, then followed.
“Now what?” I asked. My knowledge of the accursed language grew faster every day.
“I go, you stay.” He might’d said wait instead of stay, but the meaning remained.
“No,” I shook my head. It was too dangerous.
But Paul, as always, had other plans. “Yes,” he hissed through a smile, and took off on those soft wings of his. They made for an amazing cover from the chill of the night, even if they covered only half of my body. I shook my head to clear it from thoughts of sleep. Tired again, body aching, keeping myself going through sheer willpower and my goal. Lately it’s been coming more frequently. The chill, the shivers. Unpleasant thoughts about what may very well come. Or may not.
For the third time, I shook my head, repressing the urge to just yell at the top of my lungs.
No, there would be no thoughts of the following dawns and twilights. Not knowing what else to do, I sat down and leaned against a tree. It was rough, painful. Good for keeping me from dozing off.

	
		Chapter 14: Or does the path choose the walker?



It was three days before we walked through the halls of the hospital, the destination clear in our minds. The room, its number nor location important, was small, but still fit with two beds, at the side of them a crib each. One bed and crib was occupied, the others empty.
“Hey,” mom said and laughed a little as we entered the room in surprise, a smile framing the shadows of wrinkles on her face. She wasn’t old by any means, but steadily and quite calmly, she was getting there. Some could say she was too old now to have more children. Those people don’t know my mom.
I smiled in return but didn’t dare to touch her for how uncharacteristically fragile she looked, otherwise I’d have hugged her. There’d be time for that later. Dad took his stance beside me, imposing as always, though that was a given with how tall he was. He was scary looking, not the most pretty of people around, and definitely not the most friendly. His heart was in all the wrong places. Life broke him, and what was left were unfitting pieces glued back together by my mother. But in the end it worked, and I couldn’t ask for a better dad.
He smiled too, but otherwise didn’t do much. He’d been here earlier to check up on her and to see if she was up for some visitation. Me? I was way out there. This was huge for me in so many ways my young mind couldn’t even comprehend.
Life was good. My parents were mostly awesome, though sometimes they weren’t there for me with all the work they had, but I know they tried. And I know they did it for me, so that I could have what they didn’t have when they were my age. I had friends, some since the early years of my life. School was okay, I guess, no real problems there as of yet. Simply said, I had all I could possibly ask for. Except for one thing that all my friends shared, but that I could never have. At least not until now, that is.
There in the crib beside my bed lay silently, motionlessly, a curious visitor that would be staying with me and my family for a while, I knew. Long have I waited for this moment. To see and have what others only talked about in awe or anger. The complicated, yet simple bond of siblinghood.
There lay my brother, barely three days old. Eyes shut tight together, sleeping mind taking its form.
It was too late, that much was a given. By the time he’d be barely six, I’d already be an adult. The one buddy to always be there would be playing with toys while I was already going to be moving out. Our differences would be great.
But hell, there’s a world out there that would try to get him. Pain and anguish, as only children can suffer. Obstacles and others that would bar his way.
And hell, if I wouldn’t protect him. Hell if I wouldn’t be there for him.
“Sleep tight, I’ll take the watch.”
He shuddered in his dreams.
“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you. That’s a promise.”

Something prodded me, jolting me awake. For a few seconds I stared into the blackness of night, not knowing where I was. Soon, though, the last wisps of dreams fluttered away in the cold breeze of a moonlit night.
“Awake? Good,” said a familiar voice from somewhere to my right. There under the tree’s shade stood a silhouette of a gryphon.
“Paul?” I whispered back, the panic still gripping me somewhat.
“Yes,” he replied somewhat jovially before letting his voice turn serious. “We have a… bad thing.”
I stood up, forcing my back away from the tree bark with which it had started to painfully merge.
“Damn,” I stretched out, getting a few annoying muscle twitches in the process.
Suddenly, a small light burst from out of nowhere, illuminating the clearing around us. Yelping a little, I averted my eyes before they could get used to the brightness. Paul had taken off a small piece of the black clothing covering my crystal lamp, letting its light spill out out.
“Map,” he said.
Confused, I didn’t pause to really think about it and did as he asked. Handing me the lamp, Paul took his backpack, dropped it on the ground, and unfolded the map on his bag, presumably so that it wouldn’t get wet from the night dew. Speaking about that, I realized my ass was suddenly somewhat wet.
He located the mountains at the point where we were about to cross before jabbing his claw into the middle of them whilst saying, “Ivotnamaíd dogs,”
Now, the word before the dogs I know I’d heard before, and the connection I had heard it with didn’t bring up pleasant memories.
I swore a string of curses, turning away and leaning against the tree’s trunk to keep myself from doing something awful. What Paul was basically trying to say was that the mountain pass was infested with diamond dogs.
“Numbers?” I asked, because I couldn’t remember how to ask how many there were. If it was just a few dogs, we could perhaps sneak around them, find a different way through, or something.
Looking expectantly at Paul, my hopes were to be dashed away with a shake of his head. “Řilíšp many,” the gryphon answered, head hanging low. Many what? Not many? No, that wouldn’t add up with the defeat with which he said it. Too many. There were too many.
No, I wouldn’t let this stop me. There had to be other passes nearby. So, I located the mountains we were in front of on the map, and slid the index finger of my right hand along the mountain range while saying, “Path, here? Here? Where?”
He just shook his head again, pointed at three points of the mountain ranges surrounding the valley where the capital lay. South, where we were, east, and north. One passage through the mountains at each side of the valley. That said, the only real alternative we had was going west-northwest around the mountains. Unless...
I made a small hop over the mountains with my finger. “Fly?”
“No,” he clicked his tongue while looking thoughtful before saying, “Umm, řilíšp lndaoch,” while clicking his beak and just shaking. Yeah, I guess flying over would be madness. The mountains were really high, and we’d freeze up there.
Come on. There had to be another way. Just, anything but going around. Dammit, was it too much to ask for? Just one small thing? One thing that would get me closer to my little brother? God, where was he?
But there was no other way, nothing sprung to Paul’s mind, nor my own as we sat there silently for about half an hour. In the end, Paul got up and made a fire. Still, I was thinking until the despair brought me into more nightmares—dreams of my brother’s carefree happiness when everything was still okay. 

At least there’s a road.
So, north-west alongside the mountains we went. Rounding the still-smoking village by long distance, we found another road paved at the base of the stony giants. That’s about it, really. We met more travellers, as per usual. Though the way they looked at me changed. They appeared to be less curious. Weird.
When we passed the first village on this longer, more arduous journey, I decided something. I couldn’t always hide. Inevitably, one day I’d have to enter civilization. 
That day was today. 
“Relax,” I hissed to myself under my shaky breath. Nothing more was said, else the universe be tempted to fuck this up. There it was, the second village on this long way around. It was a little bigger than the previous one, but there were no walls or palisade separating it from the wilds, which would make it all the more easier to enter.
We marched forward, and by march I mean we waltzed in as if we owned the place. The gryphons, by what I figured out, were very much a battle race of sort, and as such the only thing they would respect was confidence, strength and tough words. Since I was neither strong nor could speak to any of them beside basic words, I had to have a buttload of confidence. Easier said than done.
The dice was cast, the first feather heads turned as we entered a street that seemed busy with working gryphons while not being overly crowded. There was the typical blacksmith, apron tied around his neck, flowing gently in the breeze and bellows of heat from the forge. He shot me a look, overly unconcerned with my presence, whilst still hammering into a piece of what I thought would one day make a fine sword. Some merchants had small stands and stalls along the walls of buildings. They stopped trying to get attention of others, instead watching me with keen eyes. Then there were some civilians just milling around, many watching in both confusion and wariness.
But none of them approached us; none of them really threatened us.
This is what I was so afraid of? For the first time in past hours I managed to breathe freely, the tension leaving me in relief.
Like lightning from a clear sky, suddenly lo and behold, two armed gryphons before us, one wielding a polished axe, the other a chipped sword.
“Who are you? What do you want?” One of them asked, at least I think he did. Can’t really be sure what he said, his accent was just way too different from Paul’s. I was about to reply when Paul jabbed one of his claws into my side almost painfully before speaking up overly complex sentences. Maybe I should had payed attention, but my mind was naturally elsewhere. It was on the gryphons that surrounded us, trying to look inconspicuous while listening to our small encounter, but failing hard.
Suddenly there was quiet.
“Huh?” I turned back to the gryphons, and I saw Paul giving them his axe. He looked as if he was about to sacrifice his only son. Then he looked at me, then at my axe.
“No way,” I shook my head. There was no way I’d give it up. My axe was the only chance I had against gryphons in a fight.
He just shot me a frustrated look while darting his eyes between the armed gryphons and me. The thing is, I didn’t want to stir up problem. And I had my skinning knife still in the backpack. Unless they would search our backpacks, too. Then I’d be screwed.
So, at long last I replied, “Okay.” Slowly, using both of my hands, I undid the strap holding the axe against my backpack, then I even more slowly handed it to the guards. Obviously, the gryphons didn’t trust me. It showed when one of them quickly took my weapon before hastily stepping back, most likely waiting for me to react somewhat. All I did was recede my hand and stand there like a statue.
Fortunately, the guards’ intelligence was on par with a bucket of straw. With our bags left unchecked, the armed-to-beak gryphons flew away only to most stealthily peer at us from behind a house nearby. Ignoring them, we set out to explore the town.
First though, my mind took me back to the blacksmith. Axes were good and all, but they were unwieldy in a fight. After being in a real fight, I now realized that maces weren’t too good, either. I still planned on buying one, of course, because sometimes you wanted your enemy to live. With a dozen fractured bones, sure, but still alive. Something that an unfortunate nick from a sword or axe could very well not achieve. On the other hand, a blunt weapon was still probably the better choice. As I knew myself, I’d probably slice myself up with a sword before I’d even draw it out of the scabbard.
Another thing is, why should I even bring a sword to a gunfight? With those hands of mine I could probably be better with bows and other assorted range weapons than most quadruplets around here. It would also give me advantage over them. Didn’t matter if you had the strength of ten men if an arrow was sticking from a place where your heart should be.
“Hello,” I announced my already discovered presence to the diligently hammering gryphon. He gruffed something with a thick accent. Turning to Paul, he translated: “What do you want?”
“Well,” I began while looking at the goods displayed behind him in an open stand shop thingy. There were huge swords – none of the small human-compatible variants – some axes, a few pieces of armor, but nothing else. Damn. Well, this was a small town, but still there was probably another blacksmith or a variant thereof around.
Bidding our goodbyes to the now annoyed scruffy gryphon, we entered a normal shop nearby that I’d noticed on our way into the town’s heart a mere moments ago. Above the big wooden door stood an unmistakable wooden shield with a bow, an arrow and something that looked like a bola tying the aforementioned items together in a small bundle, painted on it. There were also some glyphs, obviously of gryphon nature, but those were still beyond my meagre abilities to grasp.
Inside was homely with a fragrance of leather and oils hanging in the air. There were racks with various long- and short-range weapons. Throwing knives, axes, and even the bolas were side by side with bows twice my height and short bows that could fit inside a child’s hand.
The gryphon sitting and ardently oiling a particularly nice longbow was quite stricken with my presence. Obviously unsure of what to do he simply gaped at me as his arms kept working  automatically in a way that only years of practice can teach you.
“Hello,” I announced as warmly as I could and bowed my head. The bowyer’s beak curled into a smile, and he nodded to Paul and me, but to me especially. He said something that had the word “help” in it.
Paul just tilted his head toward me, prompting the rather short chestnut gryphon to nod again. He stood up from his small wooden stool and just spread one of his arms around the shop, still smiling.
I nodded my thanks to him. The first bow I picked up was a little longer than a shortbow. It was made of fine wood, but was otherwise plain apart from a small set of engraved ornamental runes. Soon I discovered every bow in the shop had it. Most likely it was the bowyer’s mark of his goods.
Scouring the racks was all nice and dandy, but nothing really clicked with me. Until…
It didn’t really look that much different from others. It had a wooden base with the same glyphs as the other bows, but the ends were studded with iron and curled slightly outwards. The middle of the body was bent inwards and wrapped with studded leather smooth as silk. The chord was sturdy and hard to pull, but nothing a little arm training couldn’t fix.
I turned to the bowyer and raised the bow toward him. He grinned, obviously pleased with my choice, and made to a small table with some ink and paper. The gryphon motioned with his claw for me to come closer. He carefully took the bow off my hands, inspecting it thoroughly. Then Paul and me pooled our waning resources together to pay.
He looked at the meagre sack of money in my hands, before looking me squarely in the eyes and, for the first time since we came in, shaking his head.
“Oh,” I couldn’t help but sound out my surprise mixed with sadness and disappointment.
The poor bowyer looked quite uncomfortable now. To my surprise, disheartened, even. He looked at me, then the bow. In the end, he sighed and handed the bow to me. I offered him the money but he held his palm out, stopping me before leaving through a backdoor. Not a second later the chestnut gryphon brought me a quiver with about ten arrows in it, then he took my money.
He smiled at me as I bowed so deeply to him while thanking him profusely. Matching his own grin, Paul and I walked outside with my new bow and quiver already strapped to my back as we waved at him, and he at us.
Well, ten arrows wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing, which is precisely what we would’ve gotten if not for the kindness of the bowyer fellow. That was quite dandy, but now we were plagued by another problem.
I upturned the leather pouch which used to hold our money and gems. Nothing fell out. We couldn’t operate like this. The wilderness was a nice place, but an unforgiving bitch that made you miserable at every given chance, much less a great place to sleep. Now that my anxiety over entering civilized places was mostly ignorable, renting hotel or tavern rooms was a much more appealing prospect. Plus, we’d need some money for re-supplying.
“What now?” Paul inquired on our financial situation.
“We get…a job, of course,” I answered with a smile.
My dear gryphon friend voiced my plan, “Jub?”
“Job,” I corrected him, then mimicked using a shovel, carrying something, or just generally working. He seemed to get it, and nodded, then pointed at a distinct building.
“You’re, like, reading my mind, man,” I grinned as I watched an inebriated gryphon walk out from the building. A place forgotten by God and probably few who were inside, a place to always get the newest gossip and a place to dry-drown yourself by dehydration on alcohol.
I made an eloquent hand gesture while bowing slightly toward this bastion of filth. “After you.”
Paul rolled his eyes, then swatted me across the face with his tail. And so we made our way to the tavern. For adventure and riches!
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It was as generic a tavern as it gets. I even questioned if I didn’t, somehow, end up in a game of DnD. Anyway, tables, chairs, the few individuals drowning their sorrows or just enjoying a good buzz after a day of work (even though it was basically morning), and the occasional strange appearance or two. Like that minotaur hiding in the dark corner for some reason. I guess minotaurs were another sapient race, but didn’t inquire this thought further.
There were no windows to speak of. The only light coming in was from oil lanterns and the fireplace, casting their collective orange glow around while still letting darkness overtake some of the tables—excellent places for shady businesses.
Then there was, of course, the bartender. However, instead of a visibly beer-loving fellow cleaning a glass perpetually, there stood a pretty young gryphon who kept smiling for some reason, giggling every now and then as if remembering a joke.
I sat at one of the darkness-devoured tables while Paul went ahead and began the job hunt with the various sad or otherwise troubled individuals. Most told him to piss off if their tone was anything to go by, some just exchanged a few words, some just shook their heads. There weren’t that many people talking at this time of day, which meant I could overhear their conversations even though I didn’t really understand what they were talking about.
What was that? A catch, perhaps? One smaller gryphon, after being approached by Paul, started laughing hysterically. That is, until Paul pointed at the me, which was probably my cue to do something really tough. Like, crossing my arms or something like that while scowling extremely.
Now that he’d sized me up, an unknown creature that looked, and thus obviously had to be, tough, he scratched a small puff of dense feathers under his beak – a strange form of beard – before nodding slightly. He got up and was slowly escorted to my, and as such by extension Paul’s, table. This was good, hopefully.
Paul sat down and so did the fellow. The two of them engaged in a battle of wits or something. Me? I was just a spectator on the sideline, trying to still look tough. Man, my neck and jaws began to hurt from all the tension I was putting them under to channel my inner thug life.
Ooh, money! The good gentle… man? Gryphon? Whatever. This gentleman was obviously in a good mood with how much he gave us. Or, rather, tempted us with. Instead of giving us the pay, he took a small portion from the offered pouch full of shiny, shiny coins, and handed them to Paul. The rest he tucked away again.
Ah, a cash advance, then. Get the job done, you get payed in full, all that jazz.
The nice fellow soon picked all his feathers and shambled out of there still slightly under the effect of glorious alcohol. Well, at least we had some money now. Not much, however, even that is more than what we had a minute ago.
I high-fived Paul and we soon left that gloomy place behind. After scouring the town a little more, while obviously not being spied on by two certain guards, we found an empty, wooden bench we soon were sitting on.
“Good?” I asked him finally.
He just smirked enthusiastically before reaching into his massive backpack. After this dangerous plunge he pulled out a paper and some ink. Then he yanked a small feather from his wings. Promptly, Paul became an artist as he drew what couldn’t be said in words.
What it basically was:
A picture of a rodent, rat or something like that, followed by a big plus and the picture of a sword sticking out of an obviously dead rodent (‘x’s for eyes were a universal thing for dead things even in this world, I guess). All of that equals a bag of money. Yay.
So, hunting rats. Easy enough. It wasn’t anything… complicated or anything like that, which was good. But really, hunting rats? Could we get a more generic job than that? Well, I guess we could had been tasked to hunt mudcrabs…
“Where?” I asked him. Strangely enough, he didn’t point at any house. Rather, he unfolded our map and pointed at the foot of one of the hills just outside of this town. Weird. Perhaps a supply cave overrun with rats? Someone’s cellar or something? A breeding ground for the local populace of rodents? Whatever. They’d soon cease to inhabit this plane of existence.
Without much else to do but look like homeless people, we decided with a single, serious nod that we would set upon our mighty task immediately. Gryphon heads turned as we left the town on the other side than we entered.
Just at the edge of it, though, we turned around and waited. Waited as two completely inconspicuous ninja guards appeared as if they magically sensed our leaving the town. Well, we wouldn’t want to dash their hopes of becoming secret agents, now would we?
Carefully approaching us, they handed us back our axes before quickly flying away to, presumably, spy on us again.
Paul and I just shrugged at each other before going in the direction Paul’d indicated on map. 

The cave was rather underwhelming, barely high enough for me to stand in. The entrance was obviously hidden, or at least someone tried to hide it, but failed miserably. Though, I did question if we ended up in the right place. It was quite devoid of anything, appearing as a generic cave entrance to me. The ground seemed a little scratched in places, but again that could just be a natural thing.
In any case, I unsheathed my axe and undid the cloth covering my crystal lamp, which I held in my left hand. A brilliant white light with a tinge of blue flooded the cave to reveal that the whole thing sloped downwards deeper into the bowels of the earth.
“Joy,” I sighed joylessly, before taking the first step inside, careful not to slip. Paul followed closely behind, his cleaver-axe-alldestroyer held in his beak, nomming on the cured leather handle. Being quadrupled must have sucked so bad.
Though it felt like forever, but was actually only half a minute, the cave began to even out and enlarge, no longer inducing claustrophobic feelings. Which was good, I guess, by the way Paul seemed to be more comfortable now.
Still, no rats, nothing. Just a… well, natural cave was probably not true. The more we walked the more it occurred to me that nature couldn’t make such a perfectly straight cavern. Soon, my thoughts would prove true.
The first screech almost painted my pants brown as a small thing charged me from the darkness. It was small, its head coming up to just below my knee. The creature was dressed in rags and in its little claws it held a piece of sharpened stone set into a thick stick. The thing was obviously struggling to hold this great burden.
The creature itself looked like a rat, but with a cup of anthropomorphism and half a spoon of human intelligence baked into it. If it really tried, it could probably do much more than incoherent screeching. But it didn’t seem like it wanted to expel such effort and energy into being more human-like. Not like it knew about humans, anyway.
The rat creature took about ten seconds (long enough to for me to look at Paul and shrug) to reach me. I just sidestepped and stuck out my leg, tripping him. The poor creature hit its head and didn’t get up.
Before I could even blink at the now unconscious body, Paul finished the job with a swift jerk of his head.
“Oh,” I voiced out my slight surprise as Paul just looked at me questioningly. Sometimes I forgot he was a predator like every gryphon.

I was breathing hard, the axe hanging limply in my right hand with the lantern hanging loose from the fingers of my left hand. Real fighting wasn’t all that awesome as movies would lead you to think. No, real fighting was terrifying and really exhausting. One wrong move and you were dead, just like that. A lifetime of creation snuffed in the blink of an eye.
A screech went down the cavernous hallway from somewhere ahead of us.
“Again?” I asked almost at the verge of breaking down and just dying. I could barely move my limbs.
There, from the darkness beyond the cleansing light of my lamp, came scuttering another of those things.
It was fast. Too fast for tired ol’ me.
However, Paul being the awesome gryphon he was, was tired only mildly, and as he must’ve seen my unwillingness to defend myself from this pest he rushed quickly to my side with a familiar looking, though now bloodied cleaver-axe hybrid in one of his claws.
Paul swung the axe just barely above my hunched back and head as I crouched to avoid the creature’s attack, and right into the ugly mug of that rat asshole.
A sickening crack echoed around the hallway mixed in with Paul’s shout of ferociousness. The creature flew a good few metres back to where it came from, this time, however, in two pieces. Paul didn’t even bat an eye. Perhaps he wasn’t as innocent as I’d thought. 
No matter that, served the ratling right, trying to sucker punch a defenseless opponent.
Like you never sucker punched anyone, my consciousness reprimanded me, not missing the irony and hypocrisy of my own words. Don’t blame me, it’s not like I had much of a chance in a straight fight. I wasn’t really buffed. Humans are also fragile creatures compared to the monsters and beasts walking the face of this Earth. I’d decided to call it Earth, until I could learn the real name of this place. Sucker punching, in other words, was an unquestionable tactic for me. Ending fights before they begin and such.
I slumped to my knees, breathing heavily. Freaking ambushes hiding in the shadows of a large cave, man. And there were only eleven of them. Hopefully, that was all there was, otherwise it seriously wasn’t worth the money. But, by the last screeching, there had to be.
“Shit,” I breathed out, looking at the upper half of my left arm. One of those bastards managed to bite me, sinking its blackened teeth filled with a hundred diseases into my flesh. If I didn’t contract a single illness, you could all fall on your knees and worship my name, because I’d be the most miraculous, luckiest guy on this planet.
Well, now we knew where the money would go. Hopefully they had one of those nice hospitals somewhere, with pony magic and stuff. 
Taking the cloth I’d previously had tied around the lantern, I wrapped it around the wound tightly. Would have to be enough for now.
After taking a breather while not being bothered by more rats, I decided we would still go forward, just to make sure those were all the rats we had to kill. We’d need the money, and risking not completing the task entirely would be foolish.
Paul and I shambled onward through the now once again narrow cave. There were clear signs everywhere pointing out the heavy usage of this hall. It was probably mined out by the rat things, as the whole cave didn’t look natural at all now.
We didn’t notice the orange glow because of our lantern until we were near it. The narrow cave suddenly ended and opened into… well, now I felt like I’d ended up in Moria.
The cavern was gigantic, probably the entire mountain was hollow for something like this to even exist. There were torches everywhere, illuminating the entire complex of grottos in its glory. A huge ravine divided two sides of the mountainous cave, so much that I could barely see the bustling activity at the other side of it.
I immediately hid the lantern under my shirt. Hopefully it was enough so that none of the billion ratlings that were all over the place had noticed us.
Not daring to even whisper, I looked at the completely terrified Paul. We both stared each other in the eyes, in unison deciding that fuck it, this shit wasn’t worth a billion whatever the local currency was, and we backed into the narrow cave again. Of course, nothing ever worked in our favour as my ears picked up the unmistakable scuttling of feet and claws against stone from the direction whence we came.
How the hell did they get behind us? The entire time there were no turns or entrances to other caves. Didn’t matter now. What mattered was that we were utterly fucked.
There was another loud screech. Someone, or rather something had found the corpses.
No, no, no, no, no! My mind went into overdrive. Perhaps there weren’t that many of them. Perhaps we could fight our way through outside.
Those perhapses were drowned in a sea of improbability like a tsunami snuffs out a campfire. Dozens of rats appeared in the light of their own torches, running toward us, but the narrow cave enabling for only a slow jog.
Dropping any pretenses at stealth, I screamed like a little girl, “Run! Fucking run!”
I’d never ran so fast in my life. I mean, there was this time when I was running just for fun, trying to build up some stamina when this cute girl joined me all of a sudden. She was running faster than me, and without any apparent effort. Of course, my manliness wouldn’t take it and made me go faster to the point of almost getting a heart attack. However, it was worth it. Yes, very much so. We ended up together for a few glorious months.
Anyway, I digress. We hightailed it out of there and we ended up backing into the enormous cavern. Looking behind me, I didn’t notice the end of the cliff until it was almost too late. My feet barely managed to stop at the very edge of of it, all while I swore profusely, my arms swinging around trying to not lose balance.
Paul didn’t care about my efforts to not fall to my death, though, as he just rammed me, throwing both of us over the edge and into the life-incompatible depths below. My curses turned into incoherent screaming. Man, I’d never screamed so hard before.
Of course, there was this time when I almost lost my vocal chords when I broke up a spider nest. Fuckers went scurrying and jumping everywhere, including onto me.
You know what? Compared to that, this wasn’t really so bad.
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“I believe I can fly! I believe I can touch the sky! I think about it every night and day! Na na na na, na na na!” 
It was about five seconds into the falling when my mind, collapsing unto itself in unspeakable terror, decided to parade me into the world beyond with style through a very famous song, though probably not so famous in this world, much less famous to the ears of ratlings that were probably watching me plunge to my death with amusement.
Paul wasn’t falling anywhere near me as far as I could see. Not like I could see anything as I was spinning in the air like a ballerina having a seizure. However, for a split second I did see something shining flying away. Well, there goes my second axe, then. Wasn’t like it mattered now.
Suddenly, something swooped past me deeper into the ravine, before the same shadow slowed down and passed me again, this time the other way. Not a split second later, the something caught me and yanked me upwards, sending my equilibrium into an even more horrible spiral, making me suddenly, horribly nauseous.
“Shhh!” a familiar gryphon shushed in my face, letting his spit fly everywhere. Ah, so gryphons did have salivary glands. I also noticed that I was still singing “Na, na na!” which was probably the reason why Paul was shushing me still.
“Okay!” I yelled back through the swooshing of air jovially as we kept gradually slowing down. My head was in the clouds, light as the feathers on the arms that held me from the dark death beneath. It felt almost like being in a drunken stupor.
We stopped, but the world kept spinning, so I kept grunting in displeasure at the unstability of reality.
Something grazed my shoulder, making me cry out in surprise and pain. Almost immediately my balance was thrown off again as Paul did some elaborate dodging before practically throwing me at some ledge. As I skidded to a halt on the cold, hard stone, Paul landed beside me, took hold of my legs and started dragging me into a small cave.
“Sorry,” I heard him whisper as my ears finally registered the commotion we caused out there. Hundreds of those things were crying out for blood. Our blood.
“Leave me to die, I don’t care, just don’t make me get up,” I half-wept over my battered body. A bitten and grazed arm, beat all over my body, now probably a dozen new bruises added on top of it all. I was hungry, thirsty, and the call of nature was strong in me. 
For all that, the pain cleared my head pretty good.
“Run!” he yelled as a familiar bustling of paws on stone grew thunderously close. Scratch what I’d said, no way I was gonna die a painful death being eaten alive. That was, like, number 3 on my list of Ways I don’t want to die, right after burning alive and drowning. But what about falling from heights, do I hear you say? Yes, I might be afraid of heights, but falling on your head with enough force behind you is a quick and painless death compared the other gruesome ways to go.
That single scary thought gave me enough strength to get up pretty fast. Paul, seeing that I was quite capable of standing on my two feet without his help, took off down the ledge while the rat-like things started throwing wooden spears and stones at us. Oh boy.
The ledge was quite narrow and it sloped downward. I hated running downwards. Almost impossible to stop yourself. But it’s not like I needed to stop, considering the now a dozen or two ratlings closing in behind me. Soon enough, I was more jumping than running, and my main goal was now not to run faster, but to not disastrously slip. Easier said than done.
In fact, I was soon running-jumping so fast Paul ended up behind me instead.
Like the introduction of a side character in a bad novel, there were suddenly ratlings half a hundred meters in front of me, too.
“Problem!” I yelled, hopefully loud enough so that Paul could’ve heard me without my needing to turn my head around. That would end up in painful tumble into the waiting jaws of unholy beasts.
My glorious gryphon friend, maybe taking the cue or just seeing the problem in front of us with his very own eyes, suddenly had me under his arms and off the ground with a powerful flap of his wings. He dodged left, taking us off the ledge and away from the bastards trying to block our way.
Then I felt it. The mysterious presence of power that I’d felt back at the silver forest. Time seemed to slow down, or perchance it were just my senses in overdrive, but everything looked sharp and slow all of the sudden. My eyes were drawn to a cave entrance, gilded with bones and trinkets. There was something special about that cavern, and I wanted to know more. No, I needed to know more.
“Go right!” I screamed loud as all hell. Paul, clearly panicked, probably took the assurance in my voice like a ship caught in storm welcomes the light of a lighthouse. With yet another powerful beat and rush of air, we shot straight into the decorated cave where we tumbled to the ground, luckily without me hitting my head. That would’ve meant the end of our journey, most likely.
As it was, I shouted even as my legs almost gave up beneath me once I stood up, “Go!”
So we ran, hordes of the most annoying things walking this planet right behind us. We stumbled in the unilluminated parts of the cave, my lantern lost now somewhere in the bowels of the mountains. Bones hung from the ceiling and the walls, trinkets and gems lay at both sides of the cave, making our running in the dark even more difficult.
There was a brilliant golden glow right in front of us. Like lost souls searching for guidance, we embraced the light and entered it.
It was an almost perfectly circular room with flat floor and ceiling. No decoration adorned the room except for dozens of torches illuminating the whole room in golden light. My first thought was how much effort it had to take to keep all the torches perpetually burning. I could think of the weirdest, most trivial things in times of crisis. 
Then there was a small pedestal. Simple, square, and made of stone like everything around it (except for the torches, of course). Upon it, a small bracelet sat perfectly in the middle.
That was it. There was no way out, nothing. We were now trapped pigs waiting for slaughter. Good place my feelings brought me to, really great. 
Seeing the futility of our situation, Paul drew his axe and blocked the narrow opening with his entire body, waiting for the rats to catch up to us.
Exhaustion like never before hit my every bone and muscle, making me collapse to my knees and arms. It was useless. I’d die here, never to see my friends, my family, my brother... ever again. In that moment, I realized the emptiness of my actions, of my goals and promises. How could I fight, when my enemy was the world and time itself. An endless field of things strange and unknown, and among it I had to search for a small needle. A single tear trailed down my face.
Everything was for naught.

All was silent. Strange nothingness befell my senses as the thundering sound of hundreds of little feet and the heavy breathing of Paul and I were gone. Everything moved in perfect silence.
Do you want it? There it was, the strange presence that drew me here.
The bracelet was all I could see.
Take it.
A roaring hunger, a jealous thirst and lust, hit me with such force it sent me reeling, but something was holding me, not letting me fall lest I don’t stand up again. My mind and body switched to the most primal of instincts. Strength from the deepest parts of my soul lifted me back onto my feet. As if in delirium, my mind shoved me toward the pedestal.
Never before was my body filled with such overwhelming desire. It didn’t matter whence it came, why it was there, or what its purpose was. All that mattered was that it was, and that the one thing to even hope to sate it lay in front of me.
I snatched it. Not even looking at it closely, I attempted to shove the thing onto my hand. I needed to feel its presence around my forearm; to feel it constrict around my wrist.
It took a few tries, but eventually I managed to slip it on.
There was the sound of a rushing waterfall somewhere in the room, and as suddenly as it appeared, it was gone. The room rumbled for a second, and it knocked me off my feet. However, when I looked at Paul, he was still blocking the doors with the mass of his body. He seemed completely unfazed with the miniature earthquake a few seconds ago. 
Nothing else happened. Now I was down, and too weak to get up.
Don’t give up yet, idiot. When in doubt, start calling yourself names. Does wonders for your confidence.
Let me help you, child, a thought, perhaps my own, perhaps the result of my weariness, rattled my already aching skull, even though it was just a whisper spoken into the breeze.
Just let me in. The voice again, as if someone incredibly suavee was whispering from everywhere at once. It brought with it something that left me a mere moment ago. The promise of strength and hope. 
Even through the haze of my mind, I wasn’t stupid. I won’t try to act as if I didn’t know, or at least guess. I wasn’t some book or movie hero who was clueless for the purpose of the plot. I’ve read and seen enough books and movies to know what was going on. The voice was obviously in my head, and the bracelet had something to do with it. The strange presence of power was stronger still, now like a heartbeat matching my own.
A ray of hope, that was all I needed. The light of a chance to keep searching, to not die in this forsaken place, was all I wanted. To see my lost little brother again, and save him from this world, was all I hoped for. 
But would it be worth it? Whatever this creature was, there’s probably a reason why it was hidden in the deepest part of this dungeon, guarded by bazillions of anthropomorphic rat creatures. No, I wasn’t clueless nor dumb.
“I am not giving you my soul or body. Do you think me an idiot that I’d ever fall for such a stupidly obvious cliché tactic?” I whispered out. For whatever reason I didn’t care about right now, the alien voice spoke in English in my head, so it was only right that I answered such.
No, not at all. My only desire is for you to survive.
Like a voice whispering in my head would care, I thought sarcastically.
But I do care, my host. I am trapped here just like you are.
Great, it can read my thoughts.
It most certainly can.
What did I do to deserve a cursed artifact possessed by a smartass entity? 
The artifact is neither cursed nor possessed. ‘Tis but the channel of my true self.
Can you speak at least speak less like a cliché villain trying to lure me into his services and more like a believable entity, please?
I most certainly can. But will I? His voice boomed, no longer whispering.
I didn’t have the mood nor patience nor time for this. I wanted to die in peace at least, not being annoyed by a smartass whatever the hell this creature now whispering sweet nothings in my ear was.
Could you at least be silent as I am devoured in horrible agony by hundreds of rats?
And with that, I just watched Paul, heroically still standing there, blocking the entry with his body, but otherwise doing nothing.
Wait!
Well, well, well, now this was something interesting. Was that desperation I heard in its voice?
What do you have to lose? If you don’t let me in, you’ll die here. If you let me in, I’ll save you. Even if I were to somehow possess you, you’d still be alive.
Living as a puppet isn’t any kind of life I’d want to live, I thought resolutely, closing my eyes as they could no longer bear to be left open, my eyelids now heavier than lead. For all of that, my mind was still strangely clear, allowing me no rest nor respite from this dufus.
It makes me sad that it is necessary, but I promise that I’ll release you once we both get out.
Someone once said, “Oaths are but words, and words but wind.” It’s going to take a lot more than a promise to not die a free man.
But what about your brother?
There was a significant pause as my mind suddenly erupted with thousands of questions.
How-
You were thinking about him pretty hard earlier.
Son of a bitch.
Isn’t he worth risking this for?
I didn’t answer. Not like I could, really. Of course that was the first reason I, for but a second, considered the offer. Anything that could bring me closer to him was a win in my books. But, if I became possessed by a demon or whatever… Maybe I would see him on the other side. The notion that there was nothing after all of this didn’t dare to cross my mind.
Your silence says more about you than your words. Let me in, and you will yet have a chance to meet him, to save him. Do you not love him so that even death is not an obstacle?
My resolution broke down like a burned wooden dam. Any hope, any chance. 
Do what you must. Was my last thought before my battered body finally gave out.
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All of a sudden, I was standing outside, the sun assaulting me through the canopy of trees. Quite disoriented, I whipped my head around to see on which plane of existence I existed now. 
My poor self was standing back at the cave’s entrance, covered in blood and gore. 
“Eww!” I scrunched my face as a small piece of something slid down my shoulder, and I batted it away with a flick of my wrist on instinct, covering my fingers with the same sticky substance.
“Peter?” Paul, standing a little too far from me as if he was afraid of me.
“Yes?” I asked him, not quite sure what just happened. “What? What was?” If there was something on this world that annoyed me completely, it was learning the local language. God dammit, it was such a torture not being able to talk like a normal person.
In answer, Paul jumped at me, throwing us both down onto the ground. Hey, it wasn’t like my battered body couldn’t take more…
He hugged me something fierce, almost squeezing the contents of my stomach out of me. Not that there was anything to squeeze out. I hadn’t eaten all day.
And I still needed to do my business. Disgusting, I know, but it’s only natural.
“Paul!” I wheezed out, but it took him about a minute more before he let me go. When he finally did, I couldn’t quite contain the surprise and confusion at such treatment. “What was that?”
He just smiled at me, then frowned as he pointed at my right wrist. So, I held my right hand in front of my face to see what the problem was. There, around the wrist, was a pretty plain bracelet. It looked like three roots twisted around each other to form an endless circle. It even had the woody texture only tree roots have. Weird.
It took my brain a few second before I realized how it got there.
“Hello?” I whispered so that Paul wouldn’t hear while nonchalantly looking around.
Welcome back, host.
“I have a name, you know?”
“Peter? You good?” Paul asked a little concerned as I whipped my head around. The whole voice from nowhere and everywhere at once was quite confusing to my brain, throwing its sense of surrounding space off.
“Yeah, good,” I waved his concern off and put forth a better question. “What now?”
“Town?”
“Yes.”
And so we went, not even once turning back to look at the cave, walking in silence as always. Except, it wasn’t all that silent to me.
	You don’t have to whisper, I can hear your thoughts just fine.
Oh, right. So…
Awkward silence ensued, but I had the sense that my new friendly neighbour was quite amused with my lack of social capabilities when it came to voices in one’s head.
What should I call you? Perhaps not the best question out there, however, it was the first thing that broke through the awkwardness.
The voice chuckled, now suddenly dark and deep.
Throughout history, many have called me: The Angel of Darkness.
I snorted, which startled Paul a little. I just brought my hand up to him and shook my head, gesturing that everything was fine. He went back to thinking whatever the hell he was thinking about whenever we couldn’t really do much in the silence.
Angel of darkness? Are you kidding me?
What would you have me called, then?
I… don’t know. Just anything but that.
Would you deign to acquaint me with thy reason to dislike my name?
Please, your supposed name that has most certainly soiled many pants throughout history is an insult to anyone with at least a sliver of intelligence.
…
That hurt. Was that a sob I heard?
Truth hurts, I thought instantly before I could mute my insolent mind. Dammit, I didn’t want to anger him without knowing his strength.
Damn… he said with a whistle.
…
Aaaanyway, I broke the scary silence in my mind.  Why do you sometimes act and speak like the most sophisticated nobleman, and then act like the childish… est? Childishest? Is that even a word? Nevermind… ugh. Where was I… Childishest of children? Or- gah! You know what I mean. Like a childish dufus.
A powerful chuckle made my head rattle again, but this time I managed to zone the feeling out a little. Woot, power of will!
Forgive me. I’ve occupied many mortals in the period of my… existence. And each one was as unique in personality as in speech and speech patterns. I seem to have soaked up their styles and personalities, and mingled them into one.
Or he was just plain crazy, one of the two.
Well, that brings a question. What are you exactly?
Who. I was a mortal once, too. But circumstances made me what I am these days.
Yeah, great, but what are you?
A hard question, child. Perhaps I am just a scholar who wanted too much, perhaps I am a demon in search of souls to devour, perhaps I am something else entirely.
You’re not going to convince me like that.
Convince to what?
I noticed awhile ago Paul was glancing at me every now and then. So, I asked him about this little quirk he had, “What?”
He stopped suddenly, looking around hesitantly before taking a deep breath and giving me a resolute stare.
“Bad,” he said while pointing at my new bracelet. I looked at it. The channel of Dufus, heh.
I am no dufus.
Too bad. I really like that name.
Paul had a point though. Whatever it was, it apparently managed to get inside me and control me, but it seemed to be able to do so only with my permission. There was also the thought-reading, which just made the entity plain creepy. What if I were to suddenly picture something disgusting involving me and-
Purge your mind of this terrible image, I beg you!  
Oops, my bad.
Not knowing much about the nature of this being, and it not really bringing anything useful to the table beside witty remarks, I think Paul was right. And it was time to put this entity to the test.
So, I pulled the bracelet off of my hand, though it was rather painful as the bracelet wasn’t all that big.
I’d advise against any rushed decisions, my host. While I can’t stop you in your current state, there’ll come a day when you’ll need my help, and shan’t find it because I’ll be gone. 
Then make me an offer I can’t refuse.
I can give you power, that much is certain. Just take notice of your mind and body. Look deeply at yourself.
After a moment of thought, I realized he was right. My fatigue was gone, the bruises were almost healed, and all in all I felt great.
How?
‘Tis but a taste of what I offer you.
There’s a price, however.
Yes.
A moment of silence ensued before I realized he was being smart with me again. I felt really tempted to just throw him away.
You need to let me in.
What? I thought you’re already in my head.
I could hear the sound of a deep breath.
Yes and no. I am not in any way present in your head or body. I am just able to peer into your mind and communicate with you through the bracelet. As I’d said, it’s but a channel of myself.
So, I need to let you inside me instead of just communicating with you through your bracelet?
Yes.
So that you could inhabit my body…
Yes.
And then you’re going to give me power?
Yes.
Do you realize how that sounds?
Yes.
And you’re not going to try to convince me that letting you inside me is worth the power and whatnot?
No.
Alright, let’s say I’d entertain the thought of accepting such a ludicrous offer. What would it entail? What would you actually gain from it?
The Void is such a dark and lonely place. Anything would be better than this.
The Void? Is that one of your “throughout history” things too?
Dufus ignored my remark, instead deeming to answer my first question, The source of magic, of course.
The source of magic?
Yes, most, if not all, magic comes from the Void.
So, you’re in this void now, this... source of magic?
Indeed.
So you could teach me how to cast magic?
A wondrously earthquake-y laugh numbed my every sense, rattling me so much I fell to my knees, Dufus’ bracelet falling from my hand.
“Peter!” Paul yelled out in concern, rushing to my side immediately.
“I am okay, okay.” I put out my hands, indicating no wounds or pain. Actually, I was more than okay. Dufus was now silent, or rather, not present as I noticed the bracelet no longer being in my hand, sparing me of his rowdy voice.
I reached toward it, but Paul stopped me before I could, catching my arm with his talon.
“No,” he said pleadingly, shaking his head. I smiled warmly at that, and put my other hand on his talon, patting it a little.
“Yes,” I whispered reassuringly (or hopefully, I was). Before using my left hand (my right still being held) to pick the bracelet up.
The damn bastard was still laughing.
Be silent, or I’ll leave you lying in dirt.
Oh, you’re so rich. Wait, what was I laughing about?
I asked you if you could teach me magic or something.
Oh… well, I don’t know why I found that funny, that’s actually a pretty good question.
I started question my sanity when I decided to interact with him some more.
To answer your question, no, not in the current state of things. I’d have to be present in you, then use myself as a channel for magic to cast it through you.
Ah, so another reason to “let you in.”
You could say…
Okay. Anything else to convince me?
No, not really.
Well, then I am sorry to announce my decision to not let you possess me. Sorry, and bye.
I looked Paul in the eyes, while I reached with my left arm behind me, preparing to throw the bracelet away.
Wait!
Hmm? I looked at the bracelet again, looking intently at it.
There’s… something. Just please, don’t throw me away.
Why the sudden change of heart? I couldn’t help but smirk.
Dufus sighed again with the sting of defeat. Why did he even need to sigh? It’s not like he needed lungs to make thoughts in my head.
I… I don’t want to be alone again.
…
That was not what I’d expected.
I’ve been down there so long, being surrounded by semi-sapient rats trying to use me. I had no one but myself to talk to.
You know, you’ll have to think of a better sob story than that.
That’s the truth, but seeing as that doesn’t really budge your cold heart... I can offer you one thing that could work without me being directly inside your body.
And that would be? I picked myself off the ground as my knees started to hurt. Paul was watching me with concern, probably because I kept staring at the piece of jewelry so intently.
Knowledge. I’ve lived for a long time. Centuries. I know many things that could come in handy to you.
Knowledge. How tempting, really. Knowing stuff was in itself power. And it was precisely what I needed right now. This world was an enigma, a puzzle where I was missing essential pieces.
I am listening.
I would provide my mind’s library to you for but one single condition. You will not get rid of me until I say so.
What’s stopping me from throwing you away once you’re unneeded?
You’ll find that I’ll be a great asset throughout your entire journey.
How can I know you’ll just not possess me once I accept.
I’d have done it by now if I could.
Honestly, your sincerity isn’t helping you right now.
It’s the last thing I have.
I want to say that I thought deeply about his offer. I want to say I spent great amount of time contemplating and discussing this with Paul. Frankly, though, it was too tempting for me.
I accept… on one condition.
I should be the one demanding things.
But you aren’t. Here’s the condition: your name will henceforth be Dufus.
There was a loud growling. You drive a hard bargain.
Take or leave.
Fine, he answered mockingly after not even a second of contemplating, but don’t expect me to like it.
Oh, by the way, I thought before putting the bracelet back on.
What now? he asked exasperatedly.
You probably know a lot of languages, right?
Yes, I know quite a lot of them. And I see where this is going.
Of course you would, you can read my goddamn mind.
Yes, it is possible, but it will be a little strange.
Don’t care. How will it work?
Since we’re communicating at the speed of thoughts, I’ll be able to, let’s say “disrupt” the stream of thoughts you’re transferring to your yapper, and translate everything to whatever language you want. You’ll be thinking in your language, while your mouth will produce different results. I must warn you however, not everything can be translated as languages are a lot of times different. Idioms will be a problem, for example, so try not to use them, even though there probably is an equivalent in whatever language you want me to translate them to.
Oh, great.
Yeah, awesome.
I don’t like your sarcasm.
I don’t like my new name, but what can I do about it?
I sighed, then decided to try this out.
“Hey. Can you understand me?” It was really strange. As Dufus had explained, I was trying to speak my mother tongue, but bizarre sounds were coming out of my mouth. But I knew enough that those sounds were of the accursed Balderdash.
Paul immediately jumped back in surprised. He said something, but all I understood was my name.
Hey, can you make it go both ways?
Dufus answered with a sigh, Of course, but expect a delay and that the words won’t match his mouth movement.
Alright, let’s do this.
Suddenly friends, are we?
“Could you repeat that?” I asked him once again. “Wow, this is really fucking strange.” I added offhandedly.
“What did you do to him?” I looked at Paul, currently engaged in his Don’t fuck with me stance. What was he talking about
“To who?”
He didn’t even blink at my question. “To Peter.”
Spreading my arms wide, I pointed at myself. “I am Peter, what are you talking about?”
I was getting a small suspicion, though.
“Stop playing with me, creature. Release him!” Oh, did he growl. Taking me by surprise, I involuntarily stepped back from the suddenly not-so-nice gryphon.
“Wow, you’re getting quite scary, featherhead.”
He’s talking about me.
Yeah, I was figuring that out. What did you do to make him so nervous? What did you do to get us out?
Oh, nothing much. Just sentenced a dozen or two rats to brutal death.
Oh, joy.
It was.
“I will not repeat myself.”
“And I won’t repeat myself either. Look, I know what you’re talking about.” I tried to look as nonthreatening as I could. “You think I am still being controlled by him, but I am not. Really. Just ask me something.”
“Like how you know how to speak Equal?”
Wow, would you like some cold water for that burn? Also, Equal’s the language you dubbed Balderdash. A more fitting name, to be honest. It’s rubbish.
Where did you even learn modern English slang? And what idiot thought that Equal is a good name for a language?
I skimmed your mind for everything English related, since I need to know as much as I can to properly translate. There’s not much, though.
Are you implying something?
Not at all.
With a sigh, I answered, “Dufus is doing the translating. I made an agreement with him, but I am still in charge.”
Paul narrowed his eyes. “Prove it.”
Will get back right to you.
Don-
Dufus’ bracelet thudded against the ground dully.
“See? Still in charge,” I let my arms down, looking at Paul with a hopefully friendly smile. It might’ve looked like I was trying to eat him. Never been good at the stuff.
He squawked something, to which I just shook my hand and shrugged. In the end, he just asked uncertainly. “Peter?”
“Yes. I Peter. You, Paul.” The moment I said his name he seemed to relax, but remained wary.
“I am good. Dufus good.”
“Dufus?” He asked confused. In explanation I pointed at the bracelet on the ground.
“No good.” Paul immediately shook his head.
“Yes. Please. Trust me,” I pleaded to him, but I knew that this stubborn gryphon wouldn’t be convinced. I wasn’t convinced, to be honest, in the truthfulness of Dufus. However, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that we needed him. We were like lost children searching for sunlight in a building without windows.
He just shook his head again. While doing so, I picked up Dufus again, and shoved him on my wrist.
You scared me there.
He doesn’t trust you.
Of course he doesn’t. How did you convince him, anyway?
I said his name.
Ah, wise choice. He never told me his name.
“I know you don’t trust him, Paul. Hell, I don’t trust him, either. Yet, we need him. Think about it, please.”
Paul looked a little uncomfortable when I began speaking Balderdash effortlessly. He looked away, not looking at me while speaking, “How do you do that?”
“As I’d said, Dufus is doing the translating, I am just thinking thoughts in my language and he does the rest.”
“How can you know he doesn’t mistranslate things on purpose?”
“We appear to be speaking and understanding each other just fine.”
But he has a point. How can I know you won’t try to fuck with me?
I can’t convince you, as you already believe this is a game of who’s gonna betray the other first. Thought reading, remember?
Fuck.
You’ll just have to trust me. Nevertheless, believe me that however it is, I am going to enjoy this ride.

	
		Chapter 17: A hectic day



“Shit,” I announced my sudden realization to the world around me once I concluded my business behind a tree. What? It’s only natural!
“What?” Paul asked once I returned to his side.
“I just realized my backpack’s gone.” Sure enough, reaching behind myself yielded no results whatsoever. In all the chaos of the previous half an hour, the thought of my stuff never crossed my mind.
My gryphon friend just smiled at me awkwardly. “Your backpack kind of got torn apart down there once… uuh... Dufus got into a fight with some rats. I took as much of your things as I could into mine, but there wasn’t much to salvage.”
Great, not only did I lose the crystal lantern and my axe, I lost my supplies too.
“What did you salvage?” I asked immediately, hoping he’d saved the most important thing in that backpack.
“Dad’s skinning knife, of course, the map and a blanket. Everything else was torn apart. Including the picture of your brother—torn to shreds, sorry.”
My shoulders sagged a little at the newfound lack of connection to my brother. For the entire journey, I hadn’t even dared to pull it out of the backpack in fear of damaging it. I wanted to use it once we reached the city to search for whomever had drawn it. But I guess that plan was gone now. 
At least we still knew where to go.
Then there was Jack’s knife, a parting gift from my saviour and, for the time I’d known him, a dear friend. This at least made me smile. With a sigh, we embarked on our journey back to the city again. A thought kept nagging at my mind, though, so I voiced it out.
“Paul, now that we can finally speak like civilized people, I’d really love to talk about us. Get to know each other better.” Paul nodded with a smile, and pointed ahead of us where the city came to full view as we left the small forest and its animal-beaten path at the mountain’s foot.
“There’ll be time for that later, we should collect our reward first.” He seemed almost giddy about the whole thing. If I wasn’t hurt and disheartened by the whole ordeal, I would probably be too. I mean, we were in a fantasy land on a real adventure, doing real quests!
There was one thing, however. I didn’t want to be the bringer of bad news, but someone had to say it. “Paul, we didn’t exactly fulfill the task.” 
The gryphon laughed stiffly, avoiding any contact with me whatsoever. A suspicion of bad things suddenly befell me. “Paul,” I called out his name a little menacingly, making him wince a little, “what did you do?”
“I… didn’t do anything, it was Dufus.”
Hey! Don’t blame me! He wanted to have some evidence of our struggle.
He can’t hear you, you know that.
Yes, but you can relay what I said.
“It’s ok Paul, I won’t be mad or anything. Just tell me what you did.”
Paul, after three deep breaths, set his bulging backpack down, undid the straps holding the thing at the brink of explosion, and pulled out… about a dozen rat tails. I stared at them for a small while, just looking as they dangled from Paul’s talon like a glockenspiel, slowly moving in the breeze. The tails were nicely severed at the base, which preserved their full length and thus the gross estimation one could make about the rats’ sizes.
I didn’t understand what he was getting so worked up about, though. This seemed like a logical solution to our problem. A nice forethought on his part.
It was actually my idea. See? I am already irreplaceable!
Of course you are...
“And?” I just shrugged as Paul kept looking at me through the pendulous tails.
“And? This is okay with you?” He sounded so surprised for some reason.
“Yes, why shouldn’t it?”
“I just assumed… I’ve never really seen you kill anything, much less hurt anything. And you always declined to go hunting with me.” He lowered the talon still holding the tails, shifting a little in place as he explained himself.
Oh Paul, you don’t even know.
Know what?
Later.
Instead of reminiscing about the past, I decided to shift the conversation in a different direction. “What do you mean I declined hunting with you? You never asked!”
As I’d dissipated the dense atmosphere with my question, the gryphon seemed to have reverted back to his cheery self as he stashed the rat tails back into his backpack. “Well, duh! I couldn’t exactly ask you in a normal way, could I?”
“Then how did you ask?”
“Well, I tried gesturing. A lot…”
Suddenly, memories of him doing a weird rendition of belly dancing came to my mind.
“Wait, you mean those... dances?”
“Dances?”
“Yeah, the ones with the belly.”
Paul just stood there, his beak shaped into a silent “o.” He stood frozen like that for about a second, before he realized something. “I guess there was a lot of belly involved.”
“Looked like belly dancing to me.”
“Belly dancing?”
“Well, you know,” I started wriggling my belly around, putting my arms above my head, “belly dancing?”
“Uhhh,” was the confused gryphon’s only response before making some gesture toward my awesome dancing skills. “Is that a… uh, your species’ thing?”
I stopped dancing. “In some parts of the world, I guess.”
“Oh, that’s… interesting.”
“Yeah.”
An awkward silence ensued, filling the air with its rancid stench of nothingness. We slowly started looking around at all the interesting things, like the rocks, and the trees. The sun was pretty nice, too, though it was hard to look at.
“Maybe we should go,” Paul said slowly, taking me out of my reverie. He pointed behind himself toward the town.
“Great idea,” I answered and so we stepped through the imaginary border dividing it from the wild. Soon enough, the master ninjas came to greet us once again, most likely waiting the entire time for us to return. I wonder what would’ve happened if we never returned?
Without a word, they landed between us and the town, daring us to move one more step in its direction. “Coming back so soon?” one of them sneered.
A resolute “yes” was Paul’s only answer.
The other guard, instead of focusing at Paul, had decided to stare at me, the dried gore on me, and my wounded arm. “What were you doing, exactly?” he asked once he finished assessing me. Heh, can’t spell assessing without “ass.”
“That’s right. What were you doing?” the other one inquired with a small cackle. “You look like you’re up to no good. We don’t want criminals in here, doing criminal things.”
The only criminal thing in here is your attempts at stealth, jerk, I thought, but didn’t dare to voice my opinion out loud. Gryphons had amazing sight, but not at the expense of their hearing.
“I already said we were on a quest to kill some rats,” Paul practically growled.
“Oh? Well, aren’t you a warrior. Do you have any way to prove your mighty claims?”
My friend slammed his backpack to the ground, opened it up with fury unheld, and essentially shoved the rat tails into their faces. “Happy now?” He glowered at them. The guards in question studied the tails with fake expressions of cleverness, one of them even going so far as to prod one of the tails and nod thoughtfully.
“Alright. But what about your friend there?” As soon as he mentioned me his voice dropped.
“One of the rats annoyed him, so he proceeded to kill them all.” Paul said that in a monotonous tone, as if stating an obvious fact. His voice fluctuated a little, showing perhaps more emotion than he wanted, but the guards luckily didn’t seem to catch that and took the lie  like a child devouring a spoon of sugar.
“Okay, okay,” one of them said and proceeded to make placating gestures toward me. They were so horrible, though, that some would perhaps mistake them for things more lewd. “Just hand us your weapons and don’t cause any trouble.”
Paul very reluctantly gave them his axe, and when they looked at me, I just shrugged. I didn’t exactly have a weapon now except for the skinning knife. But I wasn’t about to show it to them, was I?
Again, they didn’t even check Paul’s backpack before flying away in a hurry. Paul stormed off into the town, whilst I trailed behind him like a smoke.
You should cash in on your reward as soon as possible, then hurry to a hospital. I can feel the disease flowing through your veins.
Thank you, captain obvious.
I dashed to Paul’s side. “Where can we find the gryphon who sent us into that shithole?”
Instead of answering straight, he looked at me oblongly, before saying, “Do you always cuss so much?”
“Sometimes. But, you know, when it’s appropriate.”
“Dad always said it’s never appropriate,” he replied firmly.
I sighed. Wish my father shared that opinion. “Jack raised you well.”
I realized Paul had been leading us back to the tavern, into which he basically barged without heed or care, me following closely behind. We just wanted our money for that arduous ordeal.
But you got me, wasn’t that worth it?
Not even replying to that, we quickly scanned the room of gryphons and the one shady minotaur who sat in the same spot as before. Our gracious task-giver, though, was nowhere to be found, thus leaving us in a weird situation.
“Hey,” a deep voice cut through the subsequent silence and stares of the tavern’s patrons. Paul and I turned slowly to the minotaur’s table, a liter tankard resting comfortably near a familiar looking pouch. “Your friend left this here,” he continued before picking his massive mug and drinking deeply of it.
I looked at Paul uncertainly, myself being quite uncomfortable, which I noted he was too. We carefully approached the table, across which the minotaur slid our disbursement.
“What happened to the gryphon?” I asked, almost whispering as the rest of the tavern went back to its, mostly silent, business.
“He left.”
“Okay.” Both Paul and I didn’t really ask any questions after that, instead we were very glad for our payment. After a quick glance inside, it looked like we came out of this calamity a little loaded. Or it could be a pretty pisspoor reward, I couldn’t really tell thanks to my lack of knowledge of the local currency. Paul was always the one to do the shopping.
It’s enough to get you into the hospital and pay the bills.
Not being one to insult what looked like half a ton of muscles, I bowed a little in a thank you before quickly hurrying after the already leaving Paul.
“What was that about?” Paul asked silently, pacing in place a little.
“Beats me,” I said, looking into the pouch before handing it to Paul. “How much is that?”
He ruffled through the coins and hefted the whole pouch in his claws. “Enough to let us treat that arm and get us some nice dinner.”
I looked up at the sky. It was getting kinda harder to see. Just how much time did we spend down in the rathole?
“Let’s find a doctor before it gets too dark then,” I said still looking at the sun dipping ever so slowly behind the forest to the west.

With a few requests for directions, we were soon sitting in the local doctor’s office. It was a pretty big step back from the modern hospital I had visited previously. However, to the doctor’s credit, he didn’t even blink when he saw who his next patient was. Soon the doctor was torturing me with alcohol, cleaning my wound thoroughly.
“Well, the good news is the wound isn’t deep, so no stitches needed. But by what you’ve told me, there’s a slight chance you contracted something. Just to be sure, I’ll give you some herbs to at least slow down the process of infection and strengthen your immunity. Since from your teeth I judge you’re an omnivore, the herbs shouldn’t cause you any trouble with your digestive tract, no matter the species. Unless you aren’t an omnivore or herbivore, then your body might be inclined to get rid of this remedy faster than usual.”
“No, you’re absolutely right, sir doctor. I am an omnivore,” I replied before he could get into more graphic details.
“Good. I recommend you stay somewhere warm tonight. Preferably wash yourself to see if you have any other wounds that might need treatment.”
“Alright.”
He nodded to himself as he wrote something on a piece of paper on his desk, then he stormed off to return a moment later with a bag filled with multitude of different types of dried leaves, and a roll of gauze.
“Crush one handful of these in your palm, then let it sit for about fifteen to twenty minutes in hot water. Drink while still warm. Do it three times a day, and no problems should occur.”
While explaining, he got to securing my wound with the gauze, tightening it painfully around the whole injury.
“You’re set now, just take it easy for the rest of the day, and you should be fine.” The doctor stepped over to his desk, writing down more things.
“That’s twenty talons,” he announced after contemplating what appeared to be some calculations. I could tell by how he used his claws’ digits now and then.
Paul’s face went stone cold, making it quite clear to anyone watching what he thought of the price. I guess it was pretty horrible to cause such a reaction in the otherwise jolly gryphon. Passing the money silently, he tugged at my trousers before making his way out, not even looking at me.
“Take care,” the gryphon doctor said, in return to Paul’s coldness not looking away from the money he was counting.
“You too.” With that, I was out the door where Paul was fuming.
“That stuck up crackbeak of a featherless keythong!” he raged. What was supposed to be quite scary, though, looked just cute with Paul. He was still smaller and younger than most other gryphons, lacking their natural ferocious visage. So, when his face turned red, he just became more hug-worthy.
“Hey, who’s the one cussing now?” I chuckled.
Paul stopped at my remark, took a deep breath and then, while gesturing accordingly with his right arm (because screw saying front legs all the time), let it all out. 
“Back home it wouldn’t cost half that.”
“Well,” I squeezed his shoulder, “guess we’re not back home, hmm?” Patting him gently, he seemed to relax even more, almost leaning into my hand.
“I guess we’re not.” He said sadly, hanging his head low. “I miss mom and dad, and my little brother.”
“Aww,” I couldn’t help myself but to hug him right then and there. Passersby stared at us, however they didn’t bother us otherwise.
“I know that feel,” I cooed while burying my face into the unearthly softness of his feathers.
He suddenly perked up, as if hit by a lightning. “Sorry, that was rude of me.”
“Not at all. Everyone misses their home and family from time to time, nothing wrong about that.”
“Yeah,” he sighed heavily again, but otherwise didn’t move. We just sat there on the stairs leading up to the slightly elevated clinic.

I was sitting in our rented room in the local hostel after getting some dinner from a small restaurant still open into the late night. It was warm enough inside that I could sit there with nothing on me except a towel around my waist.
The room wasn’t much to look at, but it had warm water running probably thanks to the magic of the unicorn running the business.
The doctor might’ve been a niggard, but he was still a doctor. It was already getting heavily dark outside, so there was nothing more but to roam around the hostel and our room, perhaps getting a drink or something small to eat in the bar downstairs.
That’s where Paul was right now, anyway. He said he would get me some water for the leaves, and maybe something stronger too. The silent room left me to contemplate what to do next. It wasn’t like there was much to ponder, though. We could only go north-northwest along the mountains, which would get us to what looked to be a coastal city which lay in the gap between the sea and the mountains. We would go a bit north of the city, and then just straight east, crossing the great valley. There, somewhat north-east of the valley’s center, lay our destination.
Vanground. The capital of the gryphon kingdom, if times hadn’t changed much. Our destination, I presume?
Yes, you should know why with those freaky privacy-defiling mind reading powers.
Indeed I do. 
I put the map down, folding it neatly on the table that stood beside my bed. There was a second bed right across the room, with a similar table. At each table was a low, broad chair. That was about it for the furniture in the room. Then there was a single window in the middle of the wall to my right, and directly opposite was the door leading into the hall. Attached to the ceiling was a small crystal lamp, secured with iron frame hammered into the ceiling with heavy bolts, and light spilling into the room through thick glass. The last thing was a door to the right of Paul’s bed, leading to a somewhat big bathroom with a big shower (which I appreciated greatly) with a few hostel-given towels. But, most importantly, there was an honest-to-god toilet in there.
The door leading out creaked open as a familiar gryphon entered, holding two tankards in one talon and a small steaming pot in his beak. He wobbled forward, using his hind leg to close the door.
He put one mug and the pot on my table, before moving to sit at his own bed. I looked at the strange beverage. There was some corn floating at the surface of this dark-yellow tinted liquor.
At seeing my incredulous look, he just winced and said, “Corn ale. The bartender wouldn’t sell me anything better.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t sell you anything better, either. You still look like a child,” I remarked with a smirk, before gracing my parched throat with the beverage, using my teeth to filter the corn out.
It was strange. You know the juice in the cans with salt corn? Take some of the saltiness away, add a tinge of alcohol and some bitterness to it, and you got yourself corn ale.
“Ugh,” I said put the thing away, not quite acquiring the taste for it. “Should’ve just brought some more water. No way am I getting hammered on that.” With that, I ground some leaves given to me by the doctor into the steaming pot. 
We settled into a comfortable silence, not really enjoying our drinks but drinking nonetheless. The day came to an end, the window turning into a mirror through the laws of physics. 
Overall, I think, it was a very productive, although painful, day.

	
		Interlude: Hello, my name is Paul



“You know, I never got your name.” I broke the silence suddenly with my question. Looking at Paul, he seemed a little surprised by my inquiry.
“Paul,” he replied before taking a sip of the corn liquor.
“I meant your real name.”
He seemed to smile at that, giving me a mischievous stare. “That’s my real name now.”
“Oh, come on!” I mockingly threw my hands in the air, like a child begging his mother for one more candy. He just shook his head, clicking his tongue in a sarcastic admonition.
“No, no, no. You’ll have to earn that.” With that, he smiled at me and waggled his feathery eyebrows, inclining the back of his head toward me clearly stating what he meant by “deserve it.”
I sighed, “Dude, I am, like, naked right now. I don’t think now’s the appropriate time.”
Indeed, as I’d mentioned I was quite naked, and would be in my natural state if it weren’t for the large hostel towel around my waist. I’d probably spent about an hour in that shower, taking great care to enjoy every drop of hot water slash tea that graced my sore, dirty body. Now I was squeaky clean, just the way I liked it.
Paul hmm’d, scratching the underside of his beak. Gryphons didn’t really have chins, you know. But they did have quite the fluff on their necks and above their chest, just as feathers turned to fur. 
He seemed to have come to the same conclusion as I. “You’re right. But that means no name for you until then.”
I held out my hands, faking a mask of terror. “Oooh, mister mysterious. So... mysterious!”
He deadpanned. “Hahaha. Funny. Doesn’t change the fact that you won’t get a name unless I get some good scratching.”
I just rolled my eyes. “Fine, get over here,” I said, scooting over to the very corner of my bed while patting the place where I’d been sitting. The jovial gryphon’s smile turned into a full-blown grin as he basically jumped across the room over to the indicated spot.
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
With regrets of ever having done this to him, now seeing as I was basically blackmailed to do it, I buried my hand into the dark beige feathers, their ends tipped with brown, at the back of his head. Paul’s eyes turned to heavens in pleasure as he whispered, to whatever god or gods might’ve been listening, “Thank you~u~”
“Thank me,” I grunted and made my way down his back. As I reached the point where his beige feathers turned to dark beige fur, and where his wings coincidentally grew from, he let out a long, deep moan.
“Yeah, no,” I pulled away from him, stomping into the bathroom to wash my hand and forearm. He hadn’t had a shower yet.
“Oh, come on!” It was his turn to yell out in frustration.
“No!” I called out, still in the bathroom. Hearing this, Paul moaned again, but this time not in pleasure. He probably plopped himself on my bed as I heard it creak sorrowfully under his weight. Great, it was probably dirty as hell now.
After feeling clean again, I returned to the room where the muttering gryphon was trying to scratch his back with his claws, and failing miserably.
“So, what about my reward?” I inquired at his silence.
He sighed deeply, before groaning, “It’s Sandquill Astraus.” He seemed to wither a little at the name.
“Sandquill Astraus? It’s, uh… nice, I guess.”
“It’s a horrible name! I mean, Sandquill? What kind of name is that?”
I just sat down on Paul’s bed as he was currently occupying mine. I just shrugged, propping myself with my elbows against my knees. “I don’t know, you tell me.”
Another sigh, another groan. “It’s the name dad gave me, and Astraus is my dad’s name. Jack is so much better, though. So is Paul. Anyway, he said he gave it to me because of the pony that had saved his life once. So, he gave me the pony’s name in his saviour’s honor. A pony name isn’t a good thing to have among orthodox gryphons, as it ironically bears no honor, though that is starting to change with more pony culture seeping out of their isolated country.”
I huffed. “It kind of fits, though, as you’re mostly different kinds of beige, which looks quite like sand. And why do you have your father’s name?”
“That’s how gryphons get their names. The first name is their given name, and their second name is their father’s first name. Or mother’s, if you’re a gryphoness.”
“Sounds reasonable,” I replied, not really knowing what else to say.
“But please, please, please, please, call me Paul. Sandquill Astraus is… too long; boring. Just like life back home. However, Paul is just… more exciting, like this whole journey.” By the time he finished, he was already back to his glowing self, arms shamelessly outstretched in a thousand gestures punctuating every word like an excited teen would.
I smiled at his antics, nodding once. “Will do, Paul.”
I could see his beak curl up. “Thanks.”
“No problem.”
There was nary but silence.

The tea was hot, but not quite enough to scald my tongue. Hopefully, this herb mix would help with whatever was plaguing my life.
Alright, that was oh so heartwarming. My turn.
‘Your turn’?
Yes. You thought something back out there, the ‘Oh Paul, you have no idea’ thing.
Ah, that. Hoped you’d forget.
You can’t forget it, and thus I cannot either. I have a few tidbits, but I’d really love the whole picture.
You would, wouldn’t you. Fine, if you’ll leave me be then.
So, I remembered back to the village, the search, the fall, and everything thereafter until I woke up in the strangely modern hospital. What was up with the hospital anyway? They had so much ‘modern” stuff, yet these gryphons were still farming with ancient tools, living in homes made by their own hands; still fighting with swords.
Hmm, a most interesting experience. Though I had to laugh at some points. You’re a really lucky person, you know that?
“You’re talking with Dufus again, aren’t you?” Paul said more than asked. I looked at him and smiled.
“How did you know?”
“It shows,” he frowned in reply, and went back to lounging on his bed, the tankard on the nightstand beside him already empty. He still wasn’t happy about Dufus, and probably never would be.
Well, what about you?
What about me?
I don’t know. Name, maybe? Besides the Brown-Underwear-Inducing Name Syndrome you suffer from.
There was a wind whistling through the room, though I couldn’t really feel it, only hear it. Oh, wait, he was sighing again.
As I’d said, I was a normal, living mortal once. A unicorn, actually.
After saying that, he fell silent. Well? I asked.
Well, I’ll tell you more, if you first tell me something about your world. It looks interesting.
But you’ll tell me everything I want to know.
With some reluctance he rumbled, Fine.
Alright, brace yourself, there’s a lot.
One would wonder why I agreed so quickly. The truth was, what would he do with the knowledge? I didn’t know how to build weapons or computers. It’s not like I’d help advance any civilization or give this psychotic entity anything useful. It would only be pictures of things he’d never be able to build.
However, there were still things he didn’t need to know, so I started out slow, showing him some large cities, the buildings climbing high as if they were trying to reach the sky and claim it for themselves. I showed him the bustle and hustle of everyday hectic life. Cars were something he took a great interest in, saying something along the lines of ‘Oh, how easy it would make our lives. Too bad you don’t know how to make them.’
Then I gave him a tour of my house, paying close attention to architecture and more technology. Computers, TV, etc. though all of that only briskly. Just to be sure I still never showed him weapons of any kind. It was hard; trying to not think about something inherently makes you think about it, but luckily there was so much more to think about other than weapons that soon I even forgot about them myself.
We even began discussing the things I brought into the forefront of my thoughts. Like electricity. I didn’t pay much attention in Physics classes, so I couldn’t really explain it all that great, which only lead to a more passionate debate. I explained what we could do with electricity, and Dufus would say how they had magic do that. Magic to this world was basically what gas and electricity was to us. The ponies even supposedly had these factories where unicorns did nothing but feed specially cut crystals with their magical energy, which would then be multiplied by the crystals and sent out into towns nearby. Though that had been mostly replaced by factories built on something called Geysers—places where raw magical energy concentrated into pools.
But a world without magic… I can’t simply comprehend how you can live like that.
You don’t miss what you never tasted.
Yes. However, what I meant was that this world and its inhabitants, we were created by magic. Our souls are made from magic, partially at least. That gives us the powers we have. You humans, on the other hand, you seem to have souls laden with godly essence. Whatever god or gods created you must’ve have been very kind to give piece of themselves to create you. Our maker, whom we incidentally call The Maker, created us using the power of the Void—the source of magic in this world.
Well, I don’t really deal in any of that as an agnostic. Whatever makes people happy I guess and all that jazz.
You don’t believe? You have that godly essence though, which I assume other humans have as well, since I can’t feel anything else that would indicate what you were created from. 
I scratched my head at that.
Eh. We have this theory on Earth. That we were created through something called evolution. Basically, what it means is that we evolved through complex means from the most basic of organisms over a really long-ass period of time. Maybe that’s why we supposedly have this god essence within us? Maybe it’s because we, like, created ourselves?
Dufus spat, Nonsense. You don’t create something from nothing. For some irrational reason, his answer really infuriated me.
By that logic everything has a beginning, that means even gods have a beginning. If they, however, created everything, then where do gods begin? What created them? And what created those who or what created gods? I could go on and on.
That’s all beyond a mortal’s comprehension, and we should not trouble ourselves with answers we can’t reach, much less comprehend. Besides, I could just as well argument that even if you evolved from something, the something still had to come from somewhere. However, let us end this unsolvable debate and rest for the night, just like your friend.
I looked at Paul, now seeing for the first time that he was already soundly asleep. Maybe I should’ve followed wake. Be that as it may, I had more questions.
Not yet. What’s your real name?
You really want to know everything, eh? Alright. Born and raised a Clover Field, though I had nothing in common with my name. My parents used to say their reasoning behind my name was the clover field behind our house, where clovers grew bunched together so thick you could practically roll in them as if on a bed, and do interesting things. Interesting, ecstatic things. Things like rolling around with your soulmate–
Fine, I get it. You were conceived on that god damned field. 
You asked.
I asked what your name was, not where your parents made children.
Well, it wasn’t the only place. There was also the–
Please, no. I already had a foreign sex education back at Paul’s village thanks to his frisky parents.
Dufus laughed so hard he almost made me piss myself from laughter for him.
Oh, I’ve never seen someone as flexible in bed as her! And I’ve seen a lot more than you can imagine.
Oh damn, didn’t catch the image quite fast enough to let that moment of privacy stay private.
Dufus hmm’d at that. Yes, that could present a problem to you in the future. The thing is, it could be a problem for me, too. Your mind is quite fragile, and easily invadable by powers beyond your imagination. The only thing protecting you is how unique your mind is and me. I can do a lot of things to protect us from mind attacks, but there’s only so much I can do. You know what? I’ll train you later to create a fortress out of this shack you call your brain.
That’s… nice, I guess.
Yes, very nice. Now get some sleep finally, I am getting very tired myself. Unless you have more questions?
No, we’ll continue tomorrow.
I drank up the rest of the tea before paying a quick visit to the bathroom. We didn’t have any of those special herbs to clean my teeth, which could pose a problem in the future. Aching teeth were really annoying.
I went to the bathroom anyway, to at least rinse my mouth with water. There I almost stumbled across the pile of dirty clothes that survived the mountain assault. Not really feeling like walking around in dirty rags all day long, I made myself fill up the bathtub with water and throw the clothes in there. Using soap I washed it all the old way by scrubbing and rubbing. Once they were as clean as my bare hands could get them, I released the cap holding the water in and threw the wet clothes over the bathtub rim.
After all was said and done, I double checked that the door and window were locked before making my way over to the bed not claimed by the mighty gryphon, where I soon continued the blissful dreams of home and siblinghood.

Waking up is hard. Unless there’s someone screaming bloody murder and throwing burning poisoned knives at you, the human body has a tendency to take a couple of minutes to boot up. So, when you wake up in an unfamiliar place or hugging something or someone that shouldn’t be there, the brain often deems it a companion and makes you hug it. However, common sense soon takes over for those who have it and shit hits the fan.
“Paul, what are you doing in my bed?” Before I even realized what I was saying, I shot out of the bed in alarm, swatting his wing aside and falling out of the soft confines of forgotten dreams onto the hard floor of reality.
“Whaza?” He shook, throwing his head around in daze as I made love to the rough boards.
“God dammit Paul,” I groaned, rolling over onto my back whilst holding the spot of the growing pain on my forehead.
Paul looked over the bed and the pile of blanket where I used to be, batting his eyes from sleepiness. “Are you okay?”
“Do I look okay, Paul?” I barked at him. The suffering my head had to endure right now wasn’t making me a nice person. The infuriating gryphon, first a little apprehensive, but once seeing that I was in fact better than I claimed to be, gave me a smirk. “You look quite fine.”
After cooling down, maybe in part thanks to the cold floor, I closed my eyes and said, “Sorry. Yes, I guess I am okay.”
Paul suddenly ehm’d´. Immediately opening my eyes, I saw that he was also blushing slightly whilst raising an eyebrow at me.  Suddenly I felt very naked and dirty. Maybe the reason was because I was actually butt naked and dirty because the gryphon didn’t quite bathe last night. A piece of towel made itself known from under the blanket as if out of no where. Of course, my clothes were drying in the bathroom and I fell asleep wearing nary but the towel.
I yanked it off and slowly got up, Paul staring at me the entire time.
“Could you maybe not stare at my dong, Paul? It’s making me uncomfortable.” I said while levering a ‘Stop it bro’ look at him.
“It’s so… small.” He whispered in astonishment, though if real or fake I couldn’t tell. Laughter erupted somewhere in the deep reaches of my mind.
I was going to need a long cold shower as most of my body now suffered a third-degree burn. “F-fuck off,” I stammered and threw the towel into that bird mug of his, then promptly stormed off into the bathroom where I spent the next half an hour in silent misery.
After taking another shower, I dressed up into the naturally still wet clothes. Wearing them like that was quite uncomfortable, but necessary. Whatever, it was summer and the days were hot and sunny. A few minutes in the sun would dry them up.
Walking out of the bathroom, my gryphon friend was still hiccuping from prolonged laughter. Once seeing me, though, he immediately wiped the smile off his face – or at least tried, that is – and started, “Peter, I am so, so-”
“It never happened, Paul,” I interrupted him for good measure before going over to the bed and retrieving the towel. I neatly folded it up onto the nearest night stand, then made up the empty bed where Paul had slept for who knows how long before transitioning over to where I slept.
“How did we even fit in there? And what were you doing sleeping with me again, anyway?”
I asked while folding the blanket. It was the hostel’s property, but...
No, no stealing Peter. You didn’t fall that low.
Yet.
Ignoring the unsettling chill running down my spine, I turned to Paul. He looked away.
“Well?”
The gryphon looked up at me, though still averting his eyes. “I couldn’t fall asleep.”
I smiled at that, but still shook my head. “I am not your teddy bear.”
“Teddy bear?” He asked incredulous.
“Doesn’t matter. Why couldn’t you? What’s wrong?”
He hung his head low, now looking at his talons while fiddling with them. “I… I really miss them, Peter.”
My heart broke. He really did sound miserable. I walked over and sat next to him, patting him on the shoulder. Then I got an idea.
Yes, I noticed what looked like a postal office when we entered the town, Dufus decided to chirp in.
Great!
“I know what you should do. You should write a letter home. I noticed what looked like a post office when we entered this town. You know what, it’s a really great idea one way or another. They’re probably really worried since you ran off on them.”
Paul looked up at that sharply and asked with unbridled fear, “How do you know?” What, was he thinking I was about to send him back? Would he listen anyway?
With a knowing smile I answered, “It wasn’t that hard to figure out.” Then that smile turned serious. “Do they even know you went with me?”
He immediately nodded. “I left them a message.”
“Well, maybe you should send them a new one, don’t you think?”
Again, though after a moment, he nodded.
“It’s settled then, let’s get out of here.”
After packing up and getting a light breakfast that left us with almost no money whatsoever, we found ourselves on the sunny streets again. I took a deep breath, the smell of unwashed bodies filling my lungs. The sun was shining its damned scorching melody and hybrid birds walked and flew everywhere as far as the eye could see.
It was a beautiful day.

	
		Chapter 18: The city of a thousand ports



Five minutes, zero letters.
“I don’t know how to begin,” he groaned.
We currently occupied some of the small chairs and a table in the post office. They had writing utensils and paper to borrow, which was just perfect since we didn’t have any of that. It came with a fee, of course.
“Maybe start with how sorry you are? Or just, you know, ‘Hello, I am fine, don’t worry’? Though given the state of this world they may have much to fear. Hmm.”
He scribbled something. It read: ‘Dear mom and dad,’.
“Look, just write everything you feel. The order doesn’t matter as long as it’s there,” I advised and stopped looking at him write in hopes of making him less nervous.
Paul took a deep breath, put the tip of his quill onto the paper, closed his eyes, and as he let his breath out he scribbled. He peeked with one eye at whatever he wrote, then groaned. One dip into the inkpot later and the gryphon was trying his ritual again, this time with more success. Soon enough the quill was dancing over the empty page.

“Now we’re officially broke.” I flipped the last talon we had. It’d buy us a piece of bread or whatever substitute these gryphons had. Thus we had no money to buy me anything, not even a bag. But I guess Paul did save my blankets, food could be hunted, and water could be shared.
Paul jovially landed beside me after doing a flip in the air. He seemed to move with such caress now as if a great weight fell from his shoulders. He smiled and intoned with a wink, “Worth it.” 
I smiled back and pocketed the coin.
There wasn’t much for us in this village. Even if we found some boring-ass job, like sweeping floors for example, I don’t think it would help us much. What we’d earn would soon be spent on more food, drink, and lodging. No, there was nothing else for us in this village. Peace of the road was what we wanted, and sought it we did.
There was no fanfare as we left the village. No heads turned, only the guards that returned us our weapons and walked us out… well, to be fair, they had only Paul’s cleaver-axe, since my weapon got lost down in the rat pits.
Otherwise, we were just another pair of travellers, another pair of lost souls seeking thrill and death in a world very much generous in both regards it seemed.
That was pretty much it, really. 

Living wasn’t so easy now that we didn’t have money. When water ran out, it had to be boiled from the nearby streams. Well, boiled for me at least, Paul didn’t seem to be affected by whatever could’ve been swimming in the water, parasites or bacteria. Gryphon stomach was an unmerciful beast.
Food had to be hunted, and again, boiled or roasted. Paul prefered it cooked, too, so each night we would build a large fire that could cook a few animals at the same time and throughout the next day we’d eat the leftovers. We tried to also keep the skins if we didn’t botch up the skinning part, as they could be sold in villages for some penny. 
Of course, such large fires would sometimes attract attention.
One time a weary traveler came looking for a shelter. We heard the cracking before we heard the voice.
“Would there be place for a roadwalker?” He asked in a gruff voice, the kind which comes with traveling a lot where you don’t speak because you don’t have anyone to speak to.
The three rabbits and a pheasant – two rabbits for me, the pheasant and a rabbit for Paul – were already in the final stages of their preparation, while water was already being cooled off in a small hand cauldron that Paul had bought after selling some skins. 
My mouth was already hurting from how much I clenched it in anticipation of the crispy goodness slowly glistening over the flames. The lack of salt or any spices hurt somewhat, though.
Paul and I looked at each other. There was enough food and water to be shared and we kept guard during the night anyway. Plus we knew the hardships of the road; it would be cruel for us to refuse someone in a similar situation as us.
“Come, sit,” I inquired to the shadows of the forest. Blinded by the campfire light, I couldn’t see the person behind the voice at first.
The figure came into the light, and I almost jumped back in fright.
Whatever it was, it didn’t look… natural. What looked like a ‘he’ towered over us, and if I had to guess was half my body higher than me. He wore patchy clothes over lean and muscular frame, behind which two great folded wings rested against his back. Head, body, and legs of a dog; arms, hands, and feet that of a dragon; a pair of horns running from the top of his head in waves, and sharp teeth, wicked and deadly, gleamed as he spoke. Truly the image of fright incarnate.
“A hybrid,” Paul hissed.
The strange being slowly sat down by the campfire, still easily towering above us, and spoke, “You say it like a curse.” He didn’t seem offended in the least.
Paul jerked back as if slapped. “Sorry, father taught me better.”
The creature in question gave an easy smile in reply. “Your father is good people.” The earth seemed to rumble beneath his deep baritone. 
Beware. Hybrids are normally shy and afraid of others. But this one… he’s confident and in no way afraid. I’d advise caution.
I wouldn’t be afraid either if I was his size.
“Forgive my asking, but who or what are you?” I asked really slowly trying not to piss him off. I doubt either of us could do anything against him if he decided to taste some exotic flesh.
“A mistake to the world, a treasure to my parents – the latter is what matters,” he answered while putting down his own backpack beside him. He didn’t have to say anything else. I think it was pretty obvious that he was the love child of two very different species, and that he didn’t seem popular with others. How did the whole parent stuff work, anyway? No idea, but I guess even gryphons had to come from somewhere.
Gryphons are practically hybrids themselves, yet they consider other hybrids abominations. Never has there been a larger example of hypocrisy that this. I’ll also have to explain the cross-species thing to you sometime.
I nodded to that absentmindedly, though to others it looked as if I was confirming what the hybrid had said.
The food was done. I went about the business of getting the food out and distributing it among us. While doing so, we talked.
I began. “Where do you hail from, and where is your destination, if I might be so bold to ask?”
He nodded a thanks as I handed him a rabbit. “The city of a thousand ports is the place at my back, and the land of ponies is what my eyes hunger for,” he said and ate. “Where does your road carry you, wanderers?” He darted his eyes slowly between us.
I let my rabbit cool off, so in the meantime I just answered the question. Paul was already nibbling on his pheasant—carefully to not burn himself. The traveller had no such reservations, instead simply eating with sophisticated gusto.
“The capital city. The mountain roads are infested with diamond dog bandits. We have to go around.”
“Ah. What do you seek there?” he inquired after a moment of silence.
“Clues, I guess. Trying to find something… someone,” I don’t know what it was, but something about his demeanor, his visage – whilst terrifying, still somehow friendly – made me want to run my mouth off, to confess my sins and transgressions. He just had that kind of aura about him.
The traveller didn’t need to ask the obvious question.
“I’m trying – well, Paul here and I – we’re trying to find my little brother.”
The stranger finished; only a greasy, chewed stick remained. Not even bones were left.  He threw the stick into the fire where it sizzled before succumbing to the fiery touch.
“A laudable, if sad task. May you find him soon and well. I myself don’t have a kin, thus I can’t relate to your anguish. What I can relate to, however, is our uniqueness. I’ve been travelling for many a year, but never have I seen someone such as you.”
“That’s probably because I am not from around here.”
He shot me an amused look.
“And by around here I mean I’m from a different… planet or dimension. I don’t know. Just… not from this world.”
“An outlander? Now I’ve seen everything,” he chuckled with silent joy.
“What? Do you know more humans?”
“If by ‘humans’ you mean members of your species, then no. But I’ve heard of creatures claiming to be from different worlds. So far you seem to support your claim with your, how shall I put it, ‘anotherness’. Truly a delight to see such a rare occasion with my very own eyes.”
“That’s great I guess,” I mumbled and went on to eating my own dinner.
Our guest leaned forward into the flames to look at me more closely. He didn’t seem perturbed by the heat the giant campfire gave off and would’ve normally melted the face of anyone normal this close to itself.
“Tell me, outlander, how did you come to this world?” There was a twinkle in his eye that shone more brightly than the mirrored image of our campfire.
I chewed for a few seconds before answering. With a slight hesitation, I recalled the beginning of this whole journey. 
“I was sleeping when I woke up to some noise. There were these huge bangs which threw me to my feet. My brother, who slept with me in the same room that night, was gone. The lights didn’t work, either, but I had a flashlight. That’s like a lantern, I guess. So, I immediately went downstairs and checked every room. Now that I remember, there was this distinctive coldness to the bathroom area, but thought nothing of it at the time.” I took another bite, trying to fight the rising dread.
The half-dragon, half-dog listened intensely, and when seeing that I wouldn’t continue until I ate some more, inquired, “The cold can be explained by a teleportation spell. It always creates patches of cold in the vicinity of the spell’s location and destination.”
Nodding and having finished, my mind continued to conjure the most unforgettable, strangest, and horrible few minutes of my life.
“Then I arrived at the living room, which was filled with this thick, semi-solid, purple, almost pink cloud of… something. Can’t really describe it. A hand reached out of this mist, unmistakably my brother’s, so I tried to go after him, but it was like trying to move while fully submerged in water. Suddenly however it was over and I found my brother in the middle of the room. We tried to get out but where once a hallway leading to different rooms was, now was nothing but a vast expanse of purple vortex. The room started falling apart, piece by piece falling into that damned void. In the end, my brother fell through a crack in the floor straight into the vortex abyss.”
The words dried up upon my tongue.
“I was too shocked, acted too late. I couldn’t save him as he fell and wailed my name.” 
I felt a wing tenderly wrap around me as I hung my head low, trying to hide the bitter tears gathering in my eyes. 
Blissful silence fell upon our camp like a blanket cloaking my sorrow, and with it some sense of finality.
“T-there’s more,” I hiccuped before the stranger or Paul could say a word, and I raised my head to look into the flames. “Once my brother was swallowed by the vortex, some invisible force started pushing me back to the door leading out of the room, where I could see the image of our undisturbed house. It didn’t want me.”
I could see him shift behind the flames.
“But I fought, and in the end it flinched me high up into the sky, then I blacked out.”
The creature’s voice rumbled with thought, “Your brother was targeted? Not a mistake in the world then, but a teleportation spell surely. If you landed in this world, then your brother must be here too, and I would bet my two horns that he landed wherever the spell originated.”
“That doesn’t really help us much, though.”
He huffed. “It might not, but your best bet would still be to venture to the pony lands. There are, indeed, great magicians throughout entire spectrum of sapient species dotting the entire world – even though many ponies would argue that unicorns are the only ones capable of magic – some of the greatest spellcasters still come from the pony lands.”
“We’re already going to Vanground though,” Paul, silent for almost the entire conversation, suddenly spoke up.
“Indeed,” I continued, “We found a merchant who sold us a picture that had a drawn portrait of an unmistakably human boy. She got it in the capital city, Vanground.
The wanderer nodded. “That’s as good a lead as any. But if you do decide to go to pony lands, beware their hostility. They distrust all that is not like them.” He suddenly got up. I was compelled by his height to stand up, but my legs were suddenly like lead. Looking at Paul he seemed to have the same problem.
“Thank you for your hospitality, travellers, but it is my time to depart as I travel strictly at night.”
“W-what’s happening,” Paul voiced my thoughts precisely. The creature looked me straight in the eyes.
“Lay your burdens down.”
All strength left me, and I couldn’t help but fall backward onto the soft ground. Though out of my sight now, his voice still ringed through the dead of night.
“If you find yourself alone and surrounded by enemies, human, travel west to the forgotten desert of Imeoth; there you will be among friends. But rest now your troubled mind, outlander, a long road lies ahead of you I’d wager. Both of you.”
“Who are you,” I managed to whisper before even that was too much of a task. In the end, even my eyes closed because keeping them open was too much effort.
“They call us collectors. Inevitably, you’ll hear more of us soon enough.”

I woke up and it didn’t hurt. No strange tears to accompany the forgotten dreams streamed down my face. For one morning, I was free.
Finally a night where I didn’t have to share in your misery.
“What happened?”
I opened my eyes and sat up. Even though the ground served as my bed, my back and head didn’t hurt. Somehow, I was also covered by my blanket. The cracking of a campfire still going strong – even though it was morning and Paul slept beside me – interrupted my thoughts. How was that possible? The fire should’ve gone out a while ago.
He used a mind trick and some magic to put you and Paul to sleep, then he watched over you deep into the night.
Wait, didn’t you say you’d protect me from mind attacks?
Well, yeah. But he was only trying to help.
You couldn’t have known that!
I could, actually. I speculated who he was halfway through your conversation. Collectors are the opposite of what you might expect of them.
Why didn’t you say anything, then?
You might not realize, but you have these quirks that make it apparent you’re listening to someone or something. I didn’t want to alert him to my presence. Bad things could’ve have happened if I did.
Still…
Relax, I would’ve woken you up if he was going to hurt you.
Fine.
Paul was still sound asleep beside me. He was covered under a blanket, too. I immediately threw mine aside and went on to check our equipment. Paul’s backpack seemed to be intact except for the blankets, his weapon was alright. The only thing missing was the second rabbit intended for me.
Strangely, I wasn’t even hungry.
My gryphon friend began to stir before frantically throwing his blanket aside in panic. After seeing me and the lack of any danger, he calmed down somewhat.
“What happened?” He squawked.
I explained what I knew.
“Collectors? Never heard of them.”
You lived in a backwards village in the middle of nowhere, you wouldn’t know ponies from zebras!
Shh, only I can hear you and it’s annoying. Also, you seem to know something about these collectors. Might initiating me into that secret knowledge?
No need to be prudent about it. Simply put, they’re a not-so-secret secret society akin to bounty hunters, except they don’t hunt to kill, they hunt to protect. Their members consist mostly of outcasts and hybrids who travel the world in search of unique and endangered species, like hybrids, since everyone hates hybrids. Anyway, they try to preserve these creatures in their haven far to the west. That’s the legend, anyway. As with many such ‘secret’ societies, many have heard of them, but most don’t believe they exist.
I relayed the information to Paul.
“Huh, they don’t sound so bad.”
They can be if you interfere in their cause. Most fanatics are that way.
We didn’t waste more time with questions. It was late into the morning, and the sooner we hit the road the farther we would get. With that in mind, the fire was soon extinguished, the pack was packed, and soon enough the road crunched beneath our feet again.  

The traffic got gradually worse as we neared the port city which lay somewhere between the mountains and the see. But nothing could’ve prepared me as Paul and I climbed a small hill to get a slight view over the land.
The city took my breath away. Sprawling from the beaches to the mountains themselves, it looked like a dark blotch of ink upon the land. There were spirals, massive buildings, districts that looked like nothing else but roofs upon roofs; all of that bordered by lavish looking mansions and from the outside by farms.
According to the map, we were still probably half a day of walking away.
“The city of a thousand ports indeed.” I recalled what the collector had said. It made sense now. Ships of all sizes and types swarmed the coastline, but through them I couldn’t even see the piers. 
Oh, also forgot to mention the huge-ass wall surrounding the entire city and even going some ways into the sea where the two walls ended in massive towers.
It was already getting dark, no point in continuing into the extensive farmland if we could just camp in the forest we just emerged from a few minutes ago. So we ventured about fifteen minutes into its depths before settling down.
The next morning and half of afternoon were spent walking a wide beat road leading to the city gates through the farmlands. The traffic suddenly spiked when we arrived at a junction where another road leading south connected to ours. Bodies of beings of all sizes and shapes shuffled back and forth, some trailing carts or carriages behind them. Naturally, we assimilated into the strange crowd.
In the later afternoon we arrived at a massive stone gate with a pair of iron grates pulled up high. There the whole line slowed down a little, some travellers being subjected to what seemed like random checkups of their cargo or of themselves. 
Even with the packed up space, it was great to be there. After walking in the sun all day, the gate’s shade was a welcome touch on my slightly sun-burned skin.
We were just passing about a dozen guards of different species packed into heavy armor, when one of them grabbed me and pulled me aside from the traffic. Paul, noticing that, quickly trailed behind me.
“Halt!” A definitely masculine voice yelled into my face from beneath the massive armor. Couldn’t tell what it was, but it seemed to be some kind of quadrupled that was slightly higher than other quadrupeds around.
“I’ve never seen your like before. Scribe, come here!” He turned around at a unicorn writing some notes about some traveller’s cargo. The unicorn, modestly clothed into nothing but some lightweight looking robes and a pair of backs slung over his back, trotted over to us.
“What’s going on?” Paul asked the guard.
“Just a checkup on your… friend I presume?”
“Did he do something wrong?”
“No, sir. Now please stand aside so the scribe can do his thing.”
At long last, the unicorn graced us with his presence “What is it?”
“Have you seen anyone like this before?”
The unicorn looked at me scrutinizingly, quite unfazed by the fact that I was twice his height.
“No,” he said at last, quickly levitating some papers around, and dipping his quill into a floating inkpot nearby, the scribe continued, “Identify your species, traveller.”
He looked at me expectantly.
Play along. Seems like he just writes down all the species that enter or leave the city.
“Ummm,” I began still somewhat dazed by the whole ordeal. “Human.”
“Could you spell that?”
“H-U-M-A-N. Human.”
After scribbling some more, the unicorn asked, “Any special characteristics?”
“What?”
He rolled his eyes as if he was not getting paid enough for this bullshit. “Do you breathe fire? Are you immortal? Exceptional regeneration? Absolute resistances? Blood-drinker? Natural magician? Et cetera, et cetera.”
Well, I had to think a bit about that. Sadly, there wasn’t really much I could think of.
“Omnivore, no magic, no exceptional regenerations, not immortal. Well, there’s really nothing special. The only thing being hands, I guess.” 
I wiggled my fingers at him and rotating the whole hand around. “Really great for grabbing stuff.” A nervous giggle bubbled in my throat.
Another eye-roll, then some more writing.
“Now stand still,” the unicorn commanded as his horn burst into light, which soon appeared as a semi-transparent aura around me.
He’s scanning your body. Shouldn’t be able to find me.
A few seconds later it was gone, his horn still glowed though.
“Is it typical for members of your species to live in a symbiotic relationship with other beings within the same body?”
Yes! “No,” I said at the same time as Dufus yelled out his own reply.
Idiot!
“Grab him,” he said and nonchalantly waved his hoof at me.
“Wait, what?” I managed to ask before I was grabbed by two ninja guards appearing as if out of nowhere.
“And the gryphon too.”
“What?” Paul managed to ask before they apprehended him too.
Don’t struggle, you’ll make it worse.
Then they shoved a bag over my head, and the world was nothing but darkness once again.

	
		Chapter 19: Tactical retreat



I don’t really know how long it took. While floating when blinded one quickly loses the perception of time and space. I didn’t really even care anymore. I was too tired to deal with this world’s bullshit. But still, with the whole floating thing, my fear of heights soon started to kick in. When I started screaming in terror whenever the altitude seemed to change, they forcibly shut my mouth so I was unable to move it.
My bottom hit something hard that felt like a chair, and I immediately tried to cling to it as much as I could. Sadly, my hands and legs were still bound with what I presumed was magic since I didn’t feel anything tangible holding them bound.
Then my right arm was suddenly forced upward. The bracelet was being tugged on. There was some mumbling between several people accompanying it, but it didn’t seem like Dufus deemed it important enough to translate.
Hold on, I’ll sort this out.
Then the connection with Dufus was lost as the bracelet seemed to give in to the pressure and slipped out.
There was only one voice speaking now. It was distorted into nothing but mumbling by the bag over my head. In the end, silence fell and the people who took us seemed to hold their breath in expectation. Where the hell was Paul anyway? I didn’t hear him since they ‘arrested’ us.
Then the screaming started.
It was a silent wail at first, like a child that bumped his head and wasn’t sure what to do, so it just went to its default modus operandi and decided to cry out. That’s how I’d describe the high-pitched scream as it rose in volume. It made my ears bleed in pain. It also made my heart race in fear. What the hell was going on?
Another shriek joined the first one, then someone else pitched into the chorus of screeches. Soon the whole room was filled with cacophony of wails of tortured beings. The cries were shortly accompanied with sickening crunches and splashing sounds, and lastly silence.
The walls echoed their torture even after the heavy stench of death and silence filled the room. Was this Dufus’ work?
A few clip-clops sounded against stone, growing in strength as what was probably the sole survivor came closer to me.
“It is over,” a distorted voice sounded right next to my ear, making me flinch hard.
“What?” I stammered out.
In answer the binds holding me in place suddenly were no more. I quickly tugged the bag off my head almost tearing my coconut off in the process. The world of stone and light welcomed me back into the world of seeing. Though even the torch-light was a little too strong after a while in darkness, so I had to let my eyes rest and adjust before beholding the room and the being that let me free.
The room was a classic interrogation room. Stone walls, one table and two chairs. I was sitting in one of them. However, what wasn’t probably typical to this room were the pools of blood, bodies torn apart in every way imaginable, and pieces of armor and weapons lying about among the remnants of once living beings.
What the fuck.
As I observed this butcher's room, my sight inevitably fell on the pristine-clean lone unicorn. It was the scribe, and there was a circlet on his right foreleg. It resembled roots growing around each other.
“Dufus?” I asked the frozen-still scribe.
He nodded.
“You… you did all of this?” I squeaked out and flailed my arms around to point to the massacred creatures littering the room.
He nodded again, but this time with a smirk. “There’s a reason why the ratlings worshiped me. And a reason why we got out.”
I felt my face drain out of color. That seemed to make him even more joyful as he continued, “What? Did you think I sang the ratlings a lullaby and they let us out? You know better than that. And I know you know.”
I stood up shakingly while having to hold onto the table to not let my knees fold under me. I stared at him for a second before asking, “But how?”
His grin fell with sadness. “Ambitious idiot lacking any personality or goodness. Oh, if you could only hear him crying like a little child inside my head.” Dufus looked upwards as if in reverence.
“Holy shit,” I whispered under my breath. 
“You don’t look too good. Let’s get out of this sewage before you dirty my new body with bile,” he said and turned to a single, heavy-looking wooden door. With a flash of light the door shattered, only two pieces of plank hanging from the hinges remained.
“Take care. You wouldn’t want to get a splinter, now would you?” He laughed and trotted with his hard hooves over the door remnants.
“Wait! Where’s Paul?” I ran after him.
“In a different interrogation room,” Dufus said and picked a few bigger, sharp-looking pieces of wood with his magic.
We entered a hall that led to stairs leading upwards. There were two doors, including the one Dufus just destroyed, and what looked like cells built into the walls by both sides of the wall leading to the stairs. The cells were separated from the hall by bars, so the prisoners at both sides could see each other. Iron doors were set into the bars.
The door to what I presumed was the second interrogation room suddenly opened, a gryphon in armor and bearing a sword walked out, yelling, “What in the feathery ass is going on?”
A piece of wood through his eye put him down quickly. Commotion broke out in the interrogation room as their inhabitants must’ve noticed their now quite dead comrade. With Dufus out of my head, I had no idea what they were yelling in there.
The possessed scribe calmly stepped to the door, but still out of sight of whomever was inside, and quickly levitated a piece of wood to the entrance. An axe as big as my chest appeared so quickly I almost didn’t notice it. The axe cut the piece of wood in half and rammed itself into the dead body where it became stuck.
Dufus quickly jumped into the doorway and shot five pieces of wood inside. Two voices yelled out. Quickly unjamming the axe with his magic, he levitated it in front of himself, then jumped inside. A short fight later, he emerged still clean from what I assumed was another slaughter. Shortly after him, a bloodied gryphon stepped around him somewhat shocked. That, however, he got quickly over as he saw me.
“Peter!” He yelled out and said something more.
“He asks if you are hurt.”
“No.” I answered in Balderdash, the language once again just as unfamiliar as when I started. It was hard to admit how dependant I’ve become on Dufus’ translations.
“Please tell him that I can’t understand him now that you’re not in my head.”
Dufus relayed the information to Paul. Hopefully. The gryphon nodded at me.
“Come, Peter. We have to get out before more ‘guards’ arrive.”
“What’s with the sarcastic ‘guards’?” I asked and followed him and Paul out.
“Some were real, some were just slavers in disguise that infiltrated the local guard.”
“Ah.”
We marched through the hall, pleading hands and arms of different creatures reaching out through the bars. We didn’t stop, we didn’t look, we only went up the stairs through another heavy looking door that probably blocked out the sound of yelling prisoners, and into a room where three guards were playing a game I wasn’t familiar with. They were out of their armor, and their weapons sat beside their chairs. The lazy guards looked at us with surprise. One asked something using a single word.
Dufus gave them a single-worded answer and with a flash of light their heads fucking exploded. Bits of brains and skulls became the new wall decoration. My respect for Dufus suddenly grew in spades.
“What did you tell them?ˇ” I whispered in the sudden silence.
Nonchalantly, he broke the stillness, “Perish.” With that he walked over to one of the closets dotting the walls of the room. Inside were all our things, which Paul took handily. I didn’t take anything, since I didn’t have anything. Sad face. But then a sudden thought dawned on me.
“Is there anything else we could use in any of these closets?” I asked Dufus. He had this scribe’s memories available, and surely the scribe would have at least a mental inventory of the confiscated things.
“My, my, Peter. But that’s stealing,” He said smugly, and soon with a glow, all the closets and chests opened, inviting me to partake of the glory hidden inside them.
“If it helps me find my brother, I don’t care,” I said and walked around the room to the different closets to see if there was anything useful around here.
“Paul isn’t very happy,” Dufus announced, and looking at Paul he really didn’t seem happy.
“Tell him it’s for the best or something.” With that, I returned to my scavenging.
And oh, was it something. There were different weapons, clothes for all kinds of beings, satchels and bags filled with both ordinary and strange things, and sometimes there was money hidden in pockets that the guard probably didn’t find.
“Hurry up, we don’t have much time before guard exchange.”
“Well, what would you pick?”
“Pick a bag and empty it, I’ll find something.”
I quickly found a backpack with a single strap that I could use. Dufus quickly levitated some things from different closets and shoved them into the bag.
“What’s in there?” I asked and looked inside.
“I’ll explain later, now we have to move out. I’ll try to get us to the armory where we can hopefully get us some armor to blend in with the guard. Let’s go.”
I strapped the bag over my chest. Dufus opened the only other door in the room, and we followed in. Upon moving into the hallway, we stopped.
A large quadrupled in heavy armor with bull horns sticking out from under a full-faced helmet yelled something. He obviously was the captain or something similar, as about fifteen soldiers moved into position in front of him, some kneeling, some standing above those kneeling. They blocked the entire hallway, and thus our way out.
Two unicorns donning elaborate, light looking armor pushed through the rank to the forefront, where with confidence they got into battle positions, their horns aimed at Dufus.
The possessed unicorn in question cackled at the two battlemages, saying something between his bouts of malicious laughter. I was almost facepalming at the obvious trying to look evil.
The enemy casters looked at each other, then began discussing something with Dufus who still had a creepy smile painted on his face. They talked like that for what seemed to be ages.
“You should get back. You don’t want to get into the crossfire,” he said, not taking his eyes off the two bastards.
“Paul,” I said and started to move backwards, Paul following me. With a yelp I bumped into the doorway before adjusting my course onto the right track.
Both of the unicorns’ horns suddenly filled the hallway with different shades of light. Paul and I quickly jumped the rest of the way inside, Paul slamming the door closed as all hell broke loose in the hall.
We quickly ran further into the prison, slamming the soundproofed door behind us too, then quickly moving to the end of the corridor of prison cells. Suddenly, we heard an explosion that shook the ground and destroyed even the heavy door leading out of the prison, a bout of flame licking the ceiling following behind.
Even from here we could see the room outside was awash in flames. This whole place was going to burn down. Even though most of the prison was made of stone, there were still wooden beams perhaps holding the roof, or maybe just for decoration, but they were there, and it would make hell of the prison.
Paul was already carrying a keyring taken from one of the downed guards. As he was trying to unlock the first cell by trying every key in possible, I stopped his claw with my hand, gripping him as hard as I could.
These prisoners were there for a reason. They looked frightened and pleading now, but the moment the cell doors opened, they could easily overpower us and kill us. We weren’t warriors. But they probably were. The closets full of confiscated things were filled of armor and weapons. These weren’t just some poor bastards stealing bread. God forbid if any of the wielded magic. 
Anger like hot iron laced through my heart.
If I died, who would save Michael? Who would find and help my lost little brother? No one. He was alone, and I was the only one that could help him. No one else knew him. He only had me.
He only had me. 
“Why, Paul? Why do you try to save everyone? You’re a gryphon, a creature of war from what I saw for God’s sake! Would you endanger us and our mission for some scum? You would place the lives of these creatures before my brother’s?!” By the end of it, I was screaming so hard that spit flew everywhere. My heart rammed its war melody in my chest, making me heave with deep but fast breaths.
His determination wavered as he looked at me. No, there was no more determination there. Only hurt, disbelief and sadness. He didn’t understand me, couldn’t, but something must’ve gone across. I let go of his arm which he let fall beside him. The keyring rattled against the stone floor as he let go of it.
“We must go,” he whispered, defeated as his will left him. With head hung low, he walked back toward the burning guard room.
I couldn’t believe myself. No, I could, but didn’t want to.
It was necessary, I kept reassuring myself as I picked up the keyring, preparing myself to throw salvation out of the prisoners’ reach, to condemn them to burn, to assure myself they wouldn’t follow us, that they wouldn’t try to stop us, exact vengeance on us for not helping them; it was necessary.
I looked up, into the prison cell in front of me. Unlike most other prisoners, he wasn’t begging or pleading. He was just sitting there, content or perhaps not caring for what was happening around him. He was a gryphon, but he had no wings.
I threw the keys into his cell, then turned around and walked away. Live, if you decide so. Let others live, if it is your will. Their fate was no longer in my hands, and it was a relief that eased the pain of my aching chest.
Place your problems on someone else, that’s what you always did best. The thought fluttered through my mind like a gentle butterfly that didn’t condemn, only reminded. Reminded me of who I always was, and who I would always be.
“I’ve changed.”

Paul was silent as we quickly ran through the burning room and into the hallway where nothing but charred bits and pieces remained. From the ashes of one corpse I thought belonged to the scribe I dug out Dufus’ bracelet and put it on.
Burning oneself to death is not fun.
I don’t imagine it ever could be.
The fools didn’t expect me to sacrifice myself to kill them all. Well, sacrifice the scribe’s body to be precise. When their guard was down—Boom! Hahahaha! Now go, forget about the armory if you don’t want to burn down.
The heat started to grow into unbearable heights, so we quickly moved through the hall and up more stairs, which led us into some kind of fore-room where a few frantic guards were rattling their mouths at each other. They stopped as we entered.
Tell them this: Fire broke out in the lower dungeon. Evacuate the premises and start bringing in water if you don’t want this whole place to burn down.
I put on my best commanding voice and yelled out what Dufus was whispering in my mind. The guards just stood and listened.
Now!
“Now!” I yelled and they started moving about, some going back the way we came, some going outside. One, however, decided that he’d rather apprehend escaping prisoners in a burning building than do whatever he could to survive. He was a cat-like person, basically like a diamond dog, except a cat.
“You’re a prisoner, and under the law you are not to leave this prison.”
He’s a slaver. Threaten him.
“And you are a slaver piece of shit that’s gonna get his ass handed to him by his officers if you don’t get out of our way!”
He was smaller than me, most creatures seemed to be that way in this world. He was taken aback, maybe by the way I talked to him, maybe he was surprised by the fact that I knew he was a slaver. Whatever it was, he was paralyzed enough that we just shoved him aside and ran past him. We moved out through the large door into the great wide city.
It was early into the night. Somehow, we seemed to have spent a few hours in there, even though it seemed only like minutes. Whatever. The coolness of night was more than welcome after the heat.
Run if you don’t want to get caught.
Probably the best idea, I started running into the streets, winding it into different corridors and crossing large streets so wide that an army could march through them. After what felt like forever we decided to take a breather in one of the hallways.
“You left them in there,” Paul interrupted the night’s serenity, his voice hinting more disbelief than anger. Then, however, quick as lightning and strong as thunder, he grabbed me by the collar of my leather shirt, practically yelling into my face, “You left them in there! How could you?”
I didn’t have the strength nor the will to fight back, to make him understand. I just didn’t want to fight anymore...
“Don’t worry, I threw the keys to one of the prisoners,” I wheezed out in-between breaths, partly out of breath from running, and partly from the surprise attack.
Paul looked at me, confused more than ever as he let me go. “What? Then, what was that all about? I didn’t understand and I thou–”
I interrupted him with a wave of my hand. “I… I don’t know, Paul. Forget it. Just…. forget it,”
He just shook his head, “Sometimes I think I understood you more when we couldn't talk to each other.”
“Yeah,” I said and took a deep breath of the crisp night air. “Maybe.”
The stars were beautiful tonight.

	
		Chapter 20: Slippery preeminence - Part I.



I quickly lunged for the keyring. The smoke was already filling the cells with its toxic grip. The heat of death followed in its wake like a plague. There were a thousand truths and only one was real. I screamed at the cell, I commanded the lock to be undone, but none of the truths fit.
Blisters bubbled forth on my hands, the bars becoming hotter than was bearable. Screams filled the hall of the damned as those closer to the growing hell had their sand run out in the hourglass of life.
I would die here. It was decided. We had no say. Others controlled our fate.
I let others decide my fate.
I walked through the hallway as I heard the lifeless gryphon scramble for the keys. He was searching for a purpose in the life of a bird with no wings. A spirit of flight chained in its own body. Death was mercy.
The pleading hands reached out through the bars. They tried to touch me, to grip onto me like a drowning man grips onto anything and anyone without thought, making their own saviour drown with them. 
I wasn’t their saviour though.
The hands contorted into claws. They tried to slash me. Hissed at me. Yes, they hissed as the fire took the water out of their skin.
“You’ve changed,” I turned from the cells to the hall ahead and stared into my eyes. No, they weren’t mine, and the voice wasn’t mine either.
“Brother,” I whispered in disbelief. Here he was. It was over. I could rest.
He reached out his arms to hug me, and I obliged. How could I not.
“You’ve changed,” the voice repeated, now like two millstones grinding life itself. Pulling back, I found myself in the grip of a diamond dog with his head smashed in, eyes bulging bloody red out of their sockets, peering into me.
I shoved him away but he didn’t budge. Instead I moved, my feet sliding under me.
“I was the first you killed, remember?” 
I remembered alright. Falling down into the blue caves. The guard posted there. In a stroke of luck, my mace met his head and like that, his life was snuffed. I remembered I was shaken.
Screams as prisoners behind me burned to death pierced the quiet. I didn’t feel anything.
“Where’s my brother?” I asked as he fell lifeless to the ground, the mace in my hand caked in black and red. The dog’s paw reached to the stairs leading above.
My legs moved, my eyes set on the throne above. The stairs were stone, cold and hard as my determination. It didn’t matter what they were. It didn’t matter as they changed, as they became soft like skin and fuzzy like fur and white as bone.
On the bloodied throne didn’t sit my brother, though.
“I’ve had about enough of this – how does one put it? – weird-ass dream. Time to wake up,” he said before kicking me down the stairs.

I jerked in my bed so hard my back flew out of it as the feeling of falling suddenly jolted my brain awake. But instead of falling down a flight of stairs, my back hit the bed again with a bang since the mattress was so thin. It took me a moment to realize that the dream was just a dream and not reality.
It also took me a moment to realize that the innkeeper didn’t sell us out to the guard as was my fear, even though Dufus assured me that the scribe had made many deals with this shady guy. But one must understand that waking up to a contingency of armed forces wasn’t my idea of a good morning.
With the fear squashed, that left me with the sour aftertaste of the freakish dream. I couldn’t help but recall what happened. However, the details were already starting to fade—except for one.
“Dufus.” I didn’t need to speak the question out loud. He couldn’t help but know, being in the center of my mind.
You’ve decided to put the lives of those prisoners beneath your brother’s. Now your consciousness is acting up after you suppressed it for the good of your kin.
“But I’ve changed, haven't I?”
That’s what happens when you grow up, Peter.
I didn’t have any words after that. Sitting up in bed, another realization hit me as my eyes surveyed the small room illuminated by the morning light. I’d completely forgotten that Paul was sleeping not so far away from me, practically directly opposite to me, in his own bed, his back turned toward me. Well…
“You don’t have to pretend, Paul. I know you’re awake,” I spoke, and with my eyes closed I let myself lean against the wall my bed was pushed to.
“How did you know?” The gryphon in question asked and, opening my eyes, I saw him turn around in bed to look at me.
“Please, I was making such a ruckus only someone deaf wouldn’t wake up. Or someone like me.”
He just stared at me for a while before telling me, “I don’t know what that thing said, but you’ve changed.”
I just blinked at him a few times, being speechless for the second time in the last five minutes. He sat up in his bed, but never took his eyes off of me. Paul continued when a heavy amount of silence passed between us, “I don’t remember you like this, and I dare say I know what I’m talking about. Back home, even though you couldn’t speak, we all got to know you. You were a good person, Peter. You’re different now.” He pointed at the bracelet around the wrist of my right hand. “Ever since that.”
I immediately shook my head. “Dufus has nothing to do with it.”
Paul jumped out of bed, the plumage of brown-tipped feather crowning his head now a little puffed up—a quirk Paul had when he became irritated or deeply angry. “He has everything to do with it! He’s manipulating you, slowly but surely influencing your every action!”
“You can’t know that!” It was my turn to jump out of the bed in anger. Why was he so angry?
“The Peter I know wouldn’t kill others in cold blood!”
Sadness suddenly took the ground beneath my feet, making me sit down on the bed. For a second I contemplated telling him while nervously playing with my hands.
“I’ve killed in cold blood before.” The words were out before the smart part of my mind could stop them. Paul just stood there as the silent words made the heaviness in the air all the more stifling. “What do you know about what happened in the slaver caves.”
Paul sat down now. “You mean back when the villagers captured you because they thought you were a scout to the slavers?”
I nodded. That explained why they treated me like dirt at first, I guess.
“Why do you want to know? I mean, I never brought it up because I didn’t know what the monsters did to you down there before you and the others were rescued.”
“Just, please. Tell me.”
He cleared his throat, clearly a little uncomfortable how the topic had shifted. “Well, when we were searching for their lair, we were ambushed by the diamond dogs. During the ambush, I tried to find you, but it seems they knocked you out or something because I couldn’t see you anywhere. There were too many of them in the end, and only me and one managed to escape, but not unscathed. You and the other gryphon were captured. At least that’s what I thought at the time. Hoped for.”
Damn… In the fervour of ambush, he probably didn’t even notice I was missing before that.
“I tried to get the villagers to help me find you, but they refused because we still didn’t know where their lair was, or how many there were. Alone and hurt, there was nothing I could do.” He hung his head low, looking quite ashamed. He probably took it as a personal failure, even though it wasn’t his fault that I was so stupid as to fall asleep behind some rock and presumably getting myself captured. I was probably incredibly lucky not to get captured for real when sleeping on some stupid rock.
“The sheriff let me stay at his house to sleep, which didn’t last for long. Some slaves seemed to have broken free at night and been able to get to the village. When the sheriff found out, he roused almost every gryphon, except for the young and elderly. They took arms that night and marched with the freed slaves into the hideout after learning its location. They didn’t let me and some other younger or otherwise hurt gryphons go with them, though. When we tried to sneak up after them, we were found out and they had two villagers stay behind to look out after us. After some time, they arrived with more freed slaves, children, and some wounded—you amongst them. They told me later that you played some part in freeing the slaves, but didn’t say much else.”
After hearing that story, the stifling pressure in the air was back.
“Peter, I don’t know what you did in those caves, but if you think killing slavers is killing in cold blood, then your heart is in the wrong place. If I could, I would’ve killed all of them, even if they had no slaves that moment. Any slaver has lost the right to live the moment they decide to be one.”
“Even if the slaver was a child? Even if the slaver was a father I butchered in front of his son’s eyes?” I asked weakly, not daring to look at my friend. “I almost killed that boy, in the caves. He was the alpha’s son. And I almost killed him again, when we found him in the cave by that glade with silver trees.”
Paul gasped in surprise. “Is that why you were so hostile toward that cub?”
Nodding, I said, “I was afraid he’d kill us for revenge.”
“Well, that would explain his anger then. I tried talking to him, but he wouldn’t utter a word. In the end, come morning light, he told me he had to go pee. I untied him and let him go, knowing he wouldn’t come back. At the time, I didn’t really understand the hostility of it all. But now...” Paul looked away, a look of concentration clearly indicating his reminiscence of things past.
“I was so worried back then that he would follow us and slay us in our sleep,” I said and smiled as another thought hit me. “Now I barely remember that little encounter. Haven’t thought about that kid in a long time, too.”
Of course, ‘long time’ wasn’t all that long, but when one is travelling and getting into all sorts of excitement throughout a short period of time, even a week can feel like eternity. After another moment of silence, I looked at Paul and he turned to gaze into my eyes. “Look, Paul, I am sorry about the prison. I was just trying my best to get us out in one piece. All of those prisoners were probably really dangerous if the confiscated things were of any indication. If you let them out then and there, we could’ve been easily overwhelmed and killed. In the end I did give one of the prisoners a key, though, so don’t worry about them anymore. Please?”
Paul listened to what I had to say with calmness and stone face. When my speech was finished, he looked downtrodden somewhat. “I understand, Peter. It’s just –” he got up and took a deep breath before pacing a little over to the small window set into the wall opposite the wooden, bolted door leading out. “– my father always taught me that all life is precious. I mean, I know that sounds strange coming from a hunter, but even then we should preserve life whenever we can. Hunting to eat is far different from hunting to kill,” Paul muttered the last sentence silently, however still loud enough for me to hear.
I saw the chance to change the subject and disperse this heavy atmosphere. “Anyway, I’ll check up on our now renewed budget and whatever else Dufus put into this old-new backpack.” I dragged the thing from underneath the bed and threw it on top to look inside.
“I still don’t trust him, friend,” Paul announced out of the blue, deciding to drag us both back to the unpleasant problem at hand. Instead of expanding on the subject, though, the gryphon decided to go outside, closing the door behind himself rather forcefully.
Pfft, party pooper.
“He’s right.”
If you thought he were, you wouldn’t be relying on me so much.
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
Slowly opening the backpack, I pulled out the first thing in there. It was a small paper bag full of a familiarly smelling bunch of leaves. Almost crying in joy, I suppressed the strange impulse to just shove the entire thing – paper bag included – into my mouth. Indeed, the paperbag presented a copious amount of solutions concerning my teeth. No more chewing sticks resulting in sore, sometimes bleeding gums and aching teeth!
Putting the bag gingerly aside, my hand once again delved into the dark depths. Out came a holstered knife with a small leather strap wrapped over the knife’s handle and buttoned to the leather scabbard. With a simple pop, I managed to unbutton the leather strap to take out the knife. It was made of steel most likely. The blade was single-edged and slightly serrated on the sharp side, only the last few centimeters were plain blade. The whole thing was about as long as my forearm—handle included. Tucking it away for later, I continued my search through the backpack. 
Sometimes I’d find money in between the items, but most of the dosh was at the bottom. There was an old, sturdy blanket that would need a wash-over, and a small strapless satchel full of  picklocks of various sizes and types. 
Could be useful for later if you decide to learn the exhilarating skill of being an asshole stealing other people’s stuff. 
Or, you know, the art of escaping. I’ll definitely try to fiddle with some locks later. 
Next was some uneaten lasting food. Even if it looked quite alright to eat, Dufus and I decided to rather not test our luck. After that it was a small case filled with gems and some carving tools.
An artificer’s basic bag. Don’t know why I took it. Useless to us since you’re unfeeling to all magic, but some people could buy it from you for a hefty price I guess.
Alright. We should hit a market or something similar in the city then.
That would be unwise, considering the guard might be looking for all escaped prisoners. 
Well, what then. Should we stay holed up in here for a while until it all blows over?
Not good, either. The scribe had friends in dangerous places and many connections to the underground of this city. It’s almost guaranteed these people will come looking for him. This city isn’t safe for us anymore.
But, the guy died in the prison!
The guards we confronted all died. Nothing but ash remained from the body. They probably just had him declared missing or something.
You can’t know that.
I can’t, and I don’t. However, even if they know he’s dead, his friends will still likely go after his killers. The closest suspects are you and Paul. Now don’t get me wrong, but you’re not really inconspicuous. And you did leave a witness behind...
Fuck.
Basically, it was damned if I do, damned if I don’t. If we stayed inside the tavern, we’d be tracked by the slavers or whoever his friends were. On the other hand, going out means the possibility of confrontation with the local guard. But then again, the guard was rigged with those bastards.
Putting those troubling thoughts aside for a moment, my hands dug back into the backpack to see if anything else was there. After palpating something round, I took it out. It was a silvery necklace with a silver circle-like amulet with a diameter of about five centimeters attached to it. Into one side of the amulet was set a slightly scratched but otherwise perfectly polished tear-shaped jade gem. On the other side was into the silver engraved a circle with lines crisscrossing inside of it, sometimes accompanied by a strange symbol or two.
Ah, now I remember why I took those charged gems. This here is a rather crudely made yet still very much functional sort of ‘magical items’ finder. Some guy was probably a treasure hunter. These things aren’t that uncommon with this lot. It should shine, tremor or both in presence of a magically imbued item. And by magically imbued item I don’t mean the everyday necessities powered by magic, but honest to maker magical items. However as all these amulet things tend to be, it needs a magical charge itself to function. Just pick one of those magical gems from the artificer’s satchel and touch it against the amulet’s engraved circle. That should make the amulet charge itself, if the artificer who made this had done his job correctly.
Following Dufus instructions, I touched a small sapphire against the surface. For a split second the gem heated up slightly while giving almost unnoticeable tremors. Something happened, that much was for sure.
I guess it’s done? I felt something.
It is. You didn’t really feel the magical energies pass, only the consequences of them doing so. Luckily, you have me to tell you when magic happens.
Why don’t I feel it, though?
Probably because you don’t have a whit of the void in you.
The void is starting to piss me off.
It does, doesn’t it? There was a slight good-hearted laugh following that statement. In all sincerity, I was kinda bummed about not being able to cast or even feel magic because of something with my soul or whatever. 
There was something, though, that somehow didn’t sit well with me and something that I almost missed. For a fraction of a second I felt strangely happy. Was I for some reason happy that Dufus was happy?
Dufus was just coming out of his high when he again spoke in somber voice, Now, there shouldn’t be anything special in the backpack anymore except for some normal things like a basic fire-starting kit, a first-aid kit, and an empty waterskin. Maybe something else I forgot. That doesn’t matter, we should get out of here as soon as possible.
Why the rush suddenly?
I would rather brave the guard than wait for those slavers to come find us.
It’s not like they can hurt you, can they?
Well, no. You’re still my friend though, and I would loathe to see you hurt.
Dufus, you touch my heart truly.
I couldn’t help myself to think of the way Dufus had handled the slavers and the guards. With that, an idea struck me.
Could you maybe possess an animal? Like a squirrel or something small in case we need to get to places? Or a bird to help us scout our surroundings once we get outside subtly? 
Yes, I can in a way. However, it would be very impractical to keep an animal like that around. Plus, I wouldn’t be able to translate anything for you.
Eh, you’re right. Forget it.
Done. Now get packing.
Soon enough, everything was jammed back inside the backpack which I slung over my back. I contemplated putting the amulet around my neck, but I didn’t want to bring even bigger attention onto myself once outside. The knife went into the back also, as I had nowhere to strap it to, and just putting it between my pants and my ass wasn’t too save.
Picking Paul’s backpack which he never unpacked, I went to the bar where Paul was sitting and drinking something. Upon seeing my backpack and his, the gryphon confusedly raised an eyebrow toward my direction.
“Dufus says it’s high time we tailed it out of this place and this city.”
Upon mentioning my mind companion, the gryphon’s mood turned sour. “Oh, is he the party leader now?” He asked sarcastically, something unbecoming of him.
“Stop it, we aren’t a party. And no, he isn’t, no one is. He just told me that the scribe he possessed was a slaver with friends in dangerous places. Those friends will surely come looking for him and his killers if they think he’s dead.”
“But… we didn’t kill him! Dufus did!”
“Shhh, not so loud!” I shushed at him, looking with my eyes at the other patrons of the bar who didn’t seem to pay attention to Paul’s little outburst. “It doesn’t matter who did it. The only thing that matters is that I am not entirely easily overlooked. They will come after me, and in extension, after you if they think we did it. Maybe, if other prisoners escaped, they will think that one of those escapees did it. Anyway, doesn’t matter, we’re moving out now.”
I threw his backpack at him before he could say anything or protest. His pack was quite heavy, but I managed. In the few months I’ve been here, I’ve gotten slightly stronger. Has it been that long, a few months? I didn’t even know, but at least two to three months surely. Time didn’t matter on the road, only the path did. The ever present thoughts of how Michael was coping without me, if he was even alive to do so, flashed through my mind like lightning splitting down a tree.
Putting the unpleasant arising feeling aside, I moved toward the door, Paul trailing behind me. Then I remembered that it would be a pretty good idea to have my waterskin filled. A talon less later, we stepped out into the grand city outside.
The alleyway hiding this tavern wasn’t much to look at—probably intentionally. We moved right toward one of the busier streets where we could hopefully blend in. That proved to be a rather difficult task, since there were only few species or creatures as tall or taller than me. And those weren’t that present in the morning crowd it seemed, so I stuck out like a sore thumb.
The street itself was grand in every sense of the word. It was as wide as any major street in a metropole back home, except cars were replaced with carts, hackney coaches or variants thereof, stands and stalls, and huge amounts of bodies both large, wide, thin, and small. To our left, the street continued upwards into to the mountain range, where halfway up the mountain stood a grandiose castle so far away one could mistake it for a painting if it weren’t for the huge flag atop one of the castle’s massive spirals dancing in the wind. To our right, the street dragged to the docks which weren’t that far away, only a few minutes of brisk walking, probably more with the amount of slow-moving traffic though.
Where should we go?
Going through the city gates is probably a bad idea. Maybe see if there are any ships getting out of here and going to the capital city by swimming upstream the Sunwing river?
What? Why didn’t you tell me before that there was such a way to get to Vanground?
I would’ve if we weren’t so busy trying to survive.
Just… tell me these things sooner than during life-threatening situations.
We’re not doing that bad…
“Peter, you’re spacing out again,” Paul said as the crowd flowed around us, the pedestrians giving us a polite breadth.
“Sorry. We should get to the docks, see if there are any ships getting out of here sailing up the Sunwing river.”
Paul suddenly grew slightly red in the face. “Oh, I didn’t think about that. That’s actually a great idea.”
“Don’t fret it,” I said, smiling at him reassuringly. A smile he returned happily.
We began moving with the crowd, going by the right side of the street where the flow concentrated downward to the docks. Right now, we were somewhere in some sort of shantytown district. The small houses packed against each other were tall, their thatched roofs overlapping each other, thus creating sort of a seemingly permanent protection against the elements for the tight streets between the blocks of these buildings. Though, sometimes there was a gap because some houses had a flat roof.
The street began curving slightly to the right, and soon enough we arrived at a huge open plaza filled with citizens, merchants, sailors, and all other sorts both appropriate and inappropriate. There were stalls full of seafood, and areas with nothing but towers of boxes, crates, and chests. Then there were, of course, the long huge piers jutting out into the ocean, ending just as the walls that continued into the sea did.
Right now, it seemed like we were situated at one end of the docks, and the other end seemed impossibly far.
Finding anything or anyone in this mess is outright batshit crazy.
At least that means you are practically hidden too. No one will try anything in this crowd.
Hopefully.
With having thought of nothing better, we began to sweep the ships from left to right for information. Walking to the first ship that seemed like something more than a shipping barge, we soon found a fairly young gryphon who looked like the captain with the hat he was wearing.
“Greetings, captain!” I greeted him with appropriate levels of enthusiasm, gaining his attention. He turned his head towards me, raising both eyebrows upon seeing me so high I feared they’d fall off.
“We-e-ll, fuck me sideway’ and frahnt ta’ back, neva’ seen ya’ two-legs lot ugly face b’fore!” he practically yelled with unbridled levels of joy and an ever-present smile on his face. 
Do you seriously have to do the accent?
That’s but the shadow of his true drawling. Even I have hard time understanding what in the seven hells he’s saying.
And I have hard time understanding the accent as it is, so please maybe just tone it down?
Dufus sighed, Fine.
I decided to just answer, “Yes, I am somewhat of a rarity. Anyway, we wanted to ask you if you're sailing to Vanground or anywhere near?”
“Uhh,” he drawled, his smile fading to be replaced by a look of intense thinking. After scratching his nogging, he just shrugged and replied, “Nah,” turning back to his ship in the process as if dismissing us from his presence. One look at Paul, we carefully stepped away from him and to the next captain.
“Well, that could’ve gone better,” Paul sighed, shooting a death glare at the bastard of a captain.
“Probably. Still, plenty of fish in the sea,” I said, giving the whole rest of the port a look. “Let’s get moving.”

After a dozen or more captains – I didn’t bother to count them up – we stopped by a fountain. It was one of many in the whole docks. It spewed clear water from its depths via a statue set in the middle, this one carved into the image of a stag reared on its hind legs, one of the arms holding a book, while the other was raised upward. The stag’s antlers were sawn-off and the book was desecrated with inappropriate imagery.
“Someone doesn’t like the deerfolk, I guess,” I muttered as Paul sat on the mountain’s edge while I observed the detailed marble figure.
It’s a preacher of the Maker’s religion. There used to be an empire, as grand as the Numen Forest, stretching from one corner of the world to another.
Let me guess, the empire was really powerful before it had fallen by some mysterious force or whatever and now nary but ruins remain, am I right?
Okay, maybe it does sound cliché, but it’s the truth. It’s a long story. I was actually around the time the war happened. Perhaps I could share my memories with you so I don’t have to explain it, but the few times I’ve done that weren’t exactly successful.
His words got me thinking. I already knew that Dufus was old, just how old really? Nevermind that, the memory thing could really come handy with the amount of knowledge and history behind his name. No more boring exposition!
Why didn’t you tell me about this possibility sooner? 
As I said, it’s rather difficult and bothersome.
We’ll talk about this later. Give me a small summary, at least.
Do I have to? Dufus said more then asked, and I felt he was pouting.
You promised me knowledge for not getting rid of you, remember? Or should I remind you?
Very well, He sighed. Long ago, the empire was ruled by deerfolk who were the most religious lot around. They built their empire on the Maker, the whole thing was basically one big theocracy with this ‘pope’ as the leader of both the religion and the empire. However, since our creator decided to hole up somewhere, people started losing faith. Thus the Heretics were born – those who defied the Maker and all the teachings to carve their own destinies in this god forsaken world. There were only few at first, then there were many. There was war, unspeakable things happening on both sides, but the deerfolk were the ones hit the most. Soon the empire was overthrown, the entire deer race almost obliterated; survivors were scattered to the wilds where they became savages for the better part. Now they are nomads or primitives who scour the wilderness. Some find their way into the civilization’s light. Most stay in the dark of their now primitive ways.
Wow, that’s quite the history.
My mind flashed back to Paul’s village. Jack had killed a deer, and now I knew what I saw in those eyes of the dead deer. Though I believed Jack’s prey was the savage kind Dufus told me about, there was still some intelligence in the dark depths, somewhere beneath the clouded mind of a confused being.
The silver forest, too. I had a dream of armies killing deers and stags; children, adults, elderly. It didn’t matter. The survivors of that slaughter were trapped beneath the glade, where something gushed forth from the earth. Something dark, terrible, primeval… powerful.
A geyser, Dufus whispered.
So it all happened, the dream?
Yes. The power of the geyser must have preserved the carnage in a form of some sort of… ‘memory footprint’ or some such.
I felt it, Dufus. The power. It beckoned and I wanted it more than anything else.
There was a moment of silence, where even the busy streets seemed to quiet down, though my eyes still saw the people bustling about. Now, there was only my breath, and the sound of Dufus’ ethereal voice.
You can have it, you know. It wasn’t some sickly sweet offer. The words bore no maliciousness or desire; neither was it a deadpanned statement. It simply was.
We talked about this.
And we will talk about it again and again. Imagine all the pain and suffering fading away, all you have to do is open yourself up to me.
Never going to happen, Dufus.
People change, Peter. You already did.
Those last words echoed like the wind upon rolling mountains of my mind. An avalanche of conflicting emotions rocked my body, made me sit down next to Paul.
“It’s just a statue.” Paul brought me out of my reverie as he looked behind himself to see what had me so captivated.
“You know the story behind it?” I asked as if I knew not what the marble piece of history represented.
Paul just shrugged, replying, “Probably just some drunk sailors having some fun.”
“Yeah, that’s probably it,” I mumbled before slowly getting up. “Time to search again.” 
My movement was accompanied by a loud rumble coming from the gryphon’s direction. It was quite impressive that I could even hear it considering the ambient noise.
“Maybe we should get something to eat first, huh?” I smirked at the slightly embarrassed gryphon as he held his belly.

We just began searching for another ship captains who looked like they were maybe going inland, when we approached a ship being loaded with large heavy-looking crates. Impractical to carry so many of these things anywhere by foot, so it looked rather promising. It could’ve been going somewhere else entirely, however, it seemed like a good a bet as any.
We just stepped around a few stacks of crates higher than us when Paul and I noticed what was probably the captain overseeing his cargo. It was a minotaur, rather small and lean compared to others I’ve seen running around. He was probably about the height I was, not counting the horns running from the sides of his forehead and upward, though even those things were small compared to other minotaurs. The thing was, he looked young yet old. In fact, he looked like the kind of man who had seen some shit when he was far too young to sanely process it.
Peter, get out. Suddenly, Dufus spoke urgently in my head.
What? Why? I asked, yet still acted on my mind companion's urgency, slowly gesturing to Paul to get back behind the stack of crates. 
He’s –
Whatever Dufus said next was drowned out as the minotaur, as if on instinct, turned toward me almost casually with his entire body. Upon seeing me, his pristine light-orange eyes widened a little, before settling into a half-lidded stare, his eyes suddenly devoid of any emotion, pupils dilated into two wells of darkness. 
His whole posture changed into a more relaxed one, his arms falling by his side like useless lumps, his legs bent like they bore more than they could handle. Yet, the minotaur didn’t look weak. No, quite the opposite. 
He was no longer a captain. No, he wasn’t fighting against the sea anymore; he was one with the sea—no matter the weather. However, he wasn’t a part of of some ship, relishing the feeling of being bobbed in the waves of the cerulean mistress. What he was now was a fucking iceberg breaking through the ocean’s depths, destroying anything that floated or sailed in its way. And what I was seeing was just the damned tip of it. 
It was as if death itself tolled its bell for me.
Run, Peter! Run! Dufus screamed at me. I didn’t really notice it in that moment, but he sounded scared.
Paul, being the predator, knew that something was wrong with the minotaur immediately without probably not really knowing what. He grabbed me painfully by my arm, jerking me backward and out of my petrified state.
“Run!” I screamed, no longer caring for anything but our hides. We started running back the way we came. It didn’t matter where we ran, really. Getting away from this monster of a minotaur, whatever the hell he was, was all that mattered. I couldn’t even tell what was scaring me so much about him except for how he looked in the moment he saw me. 
Of course, that’s when the cavalry arrived.
“By the midnight laws, move no more, criminals!”
The bastards came pouring down from the main street like a hundred little spiders crawling out of their mother’s corpse. It was repulsing yet fascinating at the same time; the way they timed their arrival almost like this world was making another joke at my expense. I hated this shithole. I truly did.
I chanced a look behind myself, only to see the minotaur slowly advancing on us while inconspicuous-looking sailors weaved their way through the crowd that gathered all around.
Without warning, some of the guards started stabbing their comrades. Chaos ensued, and in came the second cavalry. Creatures from the crowd started crowding the guards, overwhelming them while they were distracted. I took that as an opportunity to run again.
“Paul, to the air! Take us to the air!” I yelled after him in a spur of genius as he was already running ahead of me, the lucky quadrupled. Even my fear of heights was forgotten in the moment of life and death.
The gryphon spread his wings and with a powerful flap threw himself into the air, soon picking me up, too, but not before I managed to grab a sword from one of the downed guards. Some of our pursuers had wings too, however, and they made quite sure to utilize them to their full potential, something a heavily-loaded gryphon had no chance of escaping. 
Something hit us. Hard. In a swoosh of wind, I was soon liberated of Paul’s arms holding me. In the second of absolute terror of a freefall with absolutely zero amount of orientation, my whole life flashed in front of my eyes.
I’d say it was pretty good, though I probably shouldn’t have freeloaded so much to pursue my stupid dreams. I just wasn’t as strong as my father, I guess.
Eh, everybody makes mistakes. Nobody's perfect.
Roof incoming!
What probably wasn’t even a whole second later, I impacted what was probably the roof Dufus yelled about pretty hard. The sword flew from my hands, and I felt something in my backpack break. However, through the shock of it all, I didn’t feel like I had myself broken anything at all. The impact, however, would leave some large bruises for sure.
Quickly getting up, though somewhat wobbly, I found out I was on one of the rows of houses in the poor district. This row was filled with houses which, for more space I guessed, prefered a flat roof. I could even see a hatch in the corner.
Quickly picking the lightly dented sword that fell a few steps away from me, I was about to search the sky for Paul when suddenly something big and heavy dropped a couple of meters in front of me.
It was a red and orange snake being with dragon-like torso and arms, dragon-like wings jutting from his back and spread wide. It had no legs, only a tail that coiled beneath his muscular frame. In his claws he held a spear almost as long as he was—that is, basically my height. The being, all in all, reminded me of some kind of snake men, like slamanders or nagas from one of the famous fantasy settings.
You can’t win this. Let me help. Let me in!
Over my dead body.
That’s what I am trying to avoid, you idiot!
“Not the best wording for the moment, I guess,” I laughed out loud at my tired, stupid self as I readied to fight to the death.
Behind you!
Not even thinking much about it, I slashed as I turned around, decapitating some kind of catfolk as he or she tried to sneak up on me. The sword became stuck in its rib cage, so I just took the cat’s sword as the being released its grip on it.
Duck left!
I dove to my left side, turning around and using the momentum to ready the sword above my head for a downward fatal slash. The salamander’s spear came margins away from me, and lodged itself into the cat as it was about to fall to the ground.
The slash came down against the salamander’s head, but he managed to relatively dodge it by countering with the butt of his spear. Though the sword slashed through it, it diverted its track enough that instead of his head, the sword slid down harmlessly down his tail scales. 
The seasoned warrior that he probably was, the snake creature slashed its tail like a whip even before my attack finished, something Paul liked to do with his tail during our sparring sessions. I always forgot about the damned tail
It threw me about two meters away from him, where I almost fell over the edge of the roof. The sword was lost as it tumbled down into the relatively empty street below. A couple shouts of alarm went up, but no bloodcurdling screams so no one hopefully got slayed by the falling sword. Some luck at least.
Before being even able to get up, the salamander slithered over to me, picking me up by my clothes with his powerful arms before throwing me against the wall of another building that was about a meter and a half higher than the one we stood on now. 
Even in my dazed state, though, I was smart enough to cover the back of my head from the blow with my hands. Instead of my head cracking, then, it was one of my fingers. Or was it more? I couldn’t tell. Maybe my hand was broken. Maybe nothing was broken. Maybe I was the god dreaming this place up.
Damn, the head hitting wasn’t doing me much favour.
I fell on my belly, and it hurt like hell. In fact, everything hurt like hell. Didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one. Feeling pain meant I was still awake and kicking, but feeling pain also sucked hard.
Rolling around onto my back, I could glimpse the sky and in the afternoon light Paul fighting another gryphon, both of them ferociously flying around each other, looking for any opening to strike with their weapons. Paul, however, was at a big disadvantage. Having a lesser-reach weapon and not knowing how to use it much, the enemy bearing a large sword managed to hit Paul’s wing by its tip. My friend yelled out in pain, and fell like an angel of old.
He will die, and so will you.
Something grabbed my by my left leg. Could only be the salamander by the shadow he was casting over my face.
Save him, save yourself, save your brother. Let me in, dammit!
And become your slave? What would stop you from taking every last thing from me? The very thought of slavery, of being enslaved, of being commanded by the whims of some ephemeral creature forever. I could not imagine a fate more horrible.
Sliding along the roof scraped my back. I knew he was dragging me to the roof’s edge, and I knew he was taking the long way to do it, to make me feel the terror of impending death I couldn’t do anything about. Bastard.
You will die! Paul will die! You won't save anyone when you're dead! This isn’t what you want!
Of course… it isn’t. I want to save… them both. Even forming thoughts was becoming harder and harder.
Then let me in! Let me in! Let me save you! LET ME IN! Dufus’ frantic yelling turned into a bloodcurdling scream as his toy was denied for him. At least, that’s what I think was making him so mad.
“No,” I sighed, and with that, the salamander dragged me over the roof’s edge, holding me in the air by nothing but my leg with both of his arms.
Dufus, now eerily calm, continued his jabbing again, You would seriously choose death over life? Do you not trust me, Peter? I am your friend.
Only when it suits you.
Damn you, I still have… Gah! Fine! There is… another way.
Too late to... seduce me now, don’t you think?
It will help you, and you won’t have to give your ‘freedom’ to me.
“Death, or sssslavery?” The snake thing hissed at me.
I will lend you powers. You will be stronger, faster, better in every physical aspect. It will cost you, however, and it will cost others their lives.
What… what do you mean?
I can’t take the power from the void to you through such a small channel as the bracelet, so you will have to get it from somewhere else. Someone else. You will take the life force of others, and claim it for yourself.
I… I don’t want to become a monster.
Oh my sweet, sweet Peter. At least you will become a monster that saves his friends and family.
“Death it issss,” the salamander said, his patience clearly running out, and my time for decisions with it.
...
What do I have to do?
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First, let’s get out of this predicament. Dingle your right arm around a little, would you? Dragons love their trinkets and treasures, same with half-dragons. Make him touch it.
“What do you have there?” he asked after not so subtly trying to get his attention toward the bracelet.
“It’s rare stuff. Oops.” I covered my mouth with my left hand. He dropped me on the roof again while maliciously growling. Not moving seemed like the best option.
“It’s wood,” he deadpanned once he examined the bracelet by bringing grabbing my arm and raising it toward him.
“Extinct trees, man. Really expensive now. Just touch it, you can feel the incredible texture,” I put on my best salesman-voice. He grabbed the bracelet between his thumb and forefinger, stroking the surface of the intertwined roots gently.
Dufus yelled out Hey! almost deafeningly. 
The salamander jumped back, then let go of me while turning around to see what was apparently behind him. Landing back on my ass, I dropped down right next to his spear he had put down so he could hold me over the ledge. It was a long and heavy thing I realized as I quickly jumped up with it, spinning around and putting all that momentum into a single blow. The snake meanwhile realized his mistake after looking both up and down to find nothing there. He turned back too late. As his own spear hit him, the salamander reeled back hard enough that he lost his balance and fell. I would’ve followed if I didn’t have the spear to brace myself with against the ground.
It was only about three floors down, something that can be quite fatal if you don’t land correctly, which he did. His fall was cushioned by his wings, one of which now lay limply beside him in obviously broken fashion. One of his horns jutting from the top of his head and going behind it was broken too. Otherwise, he seemed fine and quite pissed off. He wouldn’t be getting up on the roof, though, unless he was willing to break into the house and climb through it all the way up.
He seemed determined to do just that as he rammed the wooden doors a few times before they gave out. A few screams followed his intrusion.
Acting quickly, I walked over to the hatch. It was locked from the inside though. Meanwhile, I looked up, but neither Paul nor any other flying attackers could be seen. There was only the battle at the docks between what I assumed were the slavers and the guard.
“Dammit, Paul! Where are you?” I moved to the other side of the roof to get a better look, but no one was there either. The streets were now empty of any living soul. Everyone hid before the carnage of a street fight chaos. Well, mostly everyone. Some brave souls decided to aid the guards, thus evening the odds. Otherwise I couldn’t see into the other streets because of the other houses’ thatched or strawy, tall roofs.
There was some ruckus in the room beneath me, so I slowly stepped over to the hatch, still far enough that it wouldn’t hit me should it swing open suddenly, and held the spear ready in both my arms and pointed toward the entrance.
The heavy cover flipped open quickly, and out tried to jump a salamander, however, he got stuck in the opening, banging  his broken wing on the way out. For a short moment the snake was paralyzed with pain.
Taking this chance, I quickly sidestepped while already aiming for his back. The spear pierced his tough hide effortlessly. The salamander only opened his snout wide in silent agony, then crumbled down the stairs and back down into the room. I followed sternly, my heart beating crazily with apprehension.
There he lay on his back, crumbled on the wooden floor of a small room, coughing out blood. Probably punctured his lung. He would die soon either way. Knowing the foe was defeated, my knees crumpled beneath me, the last vestige of strength having been spent. My own pain came flooding back in one great tide. Sitting there on my legs, I watched in silence as the being was choking on his own blood, squirming in agony but too weak to crawl anywhere, much less stand up. The spear rolled away from me as my hands lost their grip on it.
Now’s the time. Plunge your hand into his heart, claim his life for your own.
“W-what?” I asked incredulously at what Dufus was suggesting.
Life is in blood, and the heart is the center.
I shook my head, then spat out some blood before slightly bending forward to cough heavily. I groaned silently at what I was about to do. What I had to do. 
But, the salamander was defeated. I didn’t have to do this anymore. Just a little rest, then I’d go save Paul.
Are you out of your mind? You wouldn’t make it past two trained fighters even if you had a full-day’s sleep. Paul might be dead even now, or could be soon. I offered you this chance out of the goodwill of my heart. 
“Your heart? Goodwill? You only made me this offer because I chose death rather than submission!”
No, Peter. There’s a reason why I didn’t offer you this.
“That being?”
It’s addicting, and the price of rehab is death.
“What?”
Once you taste the lifepower of other sapient creatures, you will never be able to stop.
Shit. Well, this wasn’t going to be as easy as I thought. Not that killing a creature for its heart and life force was easy, even if it was a slaver deserving of death.
Bear in mind, nothing else can be done if you wish to save Paul. Unless…
“No, I’ll go through with this.” Finally deciding that there indeed was no other way wasn’t a hard thing to do as I initially thought. If it meant saving Paul and my brother, I’d lay waste to armies gladly.
Very well.
“How am I supposed to do that, then? Get to the heart and suck it or something, I mean.” I asked slowly between deep breaths.
Easily once you have the strength. But right now, the only way is to use the dagger in your backpack. 
Shaking my head again as if to make this whole thing go away, I undid the single strap across my chest holding the thing tightly to back. I opened it, soon taking out a knife that seemed miraculously undamaged by the ordeal.
Getting shakily up, my wobbly legs carried me over to the already unconscious lizard, probably from asphyxiation or the blood loss. There was a pool of deeply dark red forming underneath him.
Now or never.
Dropping to my knees next to his head, I prepared the knife to deliver a mercy blow.
No! He must be alive for this.
I cringed at the words. The thought that someone would do that to me. Tear me open, squeeze my heart and then… what? What would even happen?
He’s unconscious, he won’t feel a thing, he won’t wake up, he’s already dead, I’m doing him a favour actually, he’s already gone, it must be done, it’s for Paul and Michael, he’s a thug, he’s a slaver, death is mercy, he deserves worse, he won’t feel a thing, he won’t wake up...
In the end, as the endless vicious cycle of thoughts came to a deafening crescendo in my head, I broke down. Yelling in anger and confusion at what was about to be committed, I held the dagger high over my head then brought it down on his chest. I slashed, I tore, I rent asunder. The snake lay silent.
In the end, I threw the dagger away from me as if I was holding the tail of devil himself, after which, before I could stop myself, I plunged my right hand into the wound.
There it was, the tireless muscled thing, now only an echo of its true glory. Yet it was still there, trying its best to not let itself plunge to an eternal end.
“What now?!” I yelled, barely capable of holding my hand in there. Every fiber of my being wanted to just pull back, scoot away across the room from this desecration. Dammit, dammit, dammit!
Feel it with all your heart. The bastard had the gall to laugh at his stupid joke.
“Dufus!”
Try it. At first, you will barely feel the transition. But over time you will become more… proficient.
Since I already went this far, I tried my best to do as told. Focusing on the fading heartbeat, the gurgling breath, the rushing of blood; I imagined the body being whole and full of energy. I tried to search for this energy in the heart I was holding.
Come on, come on.
I tried to give the energy a physical image, a light travelling through veins and arteries and whatnot—heart being the most shining dawg in the house. I controlled my breath, taking in as much of the death-smelling air, then letting it out.
Wow, you’re really bad at this. Here, let me help.
And then, there it was—just like in the dream. An electrifying feeling surged through me in a wave, coursing through my veins, my tired muscles, my aching bones. It was the feeling of impossibility becoming real. My heart pounded with strength that could shake the world. My mind clearer than ever conjured answers to all questions.
The salamander let out his last breath as the body seemed to… age. Well, not really an accurate description of what was happening before my eyes. No, it was more like the body was being dried up while becoming older. The skin shriveled, the eyes sank into the skull, the scales – now brittle like glass – began to fall out in red chunks of skin and flesh.
It was the most disturbing thing I have ever seen.
And I am the cause of it.
Pulling my hand away from the withered heart now alike to a dried grape, I stepped away solemnly. As I looked with new-found apathy at the salamander, I realized I had never felt better. The aching became but a small dull throbbing at the back of my mind. The exhaustion? Gone almost completely. Not being able to help it, a smile crept along the edges of my mouth. A laugh followed soon after.
A tear of joy slid down my cheek as I whispered to Dufus, myself, and no one in particular, “It’s… so much.” I gave out a final sob of happiness as my heart stopped.

	
		Chapter 20: Slippery preeminence - Part II.



Suddenly I was aware of myself awaking, soon realizing that I was lying on something hard and that it was dark quite dark around me. That’s when I groaned in discomfort at the pain in my chest and opened my eyes. There was some scurrying on the floor before a door banged close. Immediately, my mind cleared up and wandered to the first person that could answer my questions.
Your heart stopped. Paul came by and tried to revive you along with me, though he didn’t know that. Then he was taken prisoner by some idiots barging in like the feral beasts they were. Overwhelmed by simple numbers and his inexperience.
The last words echoed painfully inside my head. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. My whole body felt like the planks it laid on—rigid, painful, difficult to move whatsoever.
That’s understandable. You see, you were – hmm, how do you humans, ah! – ‘clinically’ dead. Tell me, Peter. What did you see?
It took me a moment to realize that he was asking what I saw when I was, according to him, dead. Too painful to speak words out loud, I just thought the answer.
Nothing. I saw nothing. Or maybe I just don’t remember, dunno. One second I was filled with so much… life! The next, I am lying on the floor half-dead. There was nothing in between.
Hmm, that’s too bad. Not yet ready for that sight, eh?
What?
Nothing. You should probably get up, stretch somewhat. But please, take your time. It’s not like Paul could be tortured to death any moment now.
Those words were like a bucket of cold water spilled at my head. The first words after waking up came clear to my mind soon after that. Swearing like a miner, I quickly got up – which was a pain with the left side of my chest on fire – and searched for any weapon that could help me, or anything that could help me really.
“How long was I out?” I asked as my hand clamped firmly around the spear’s long shaft. It was surprisingly light now, probably due to exhaustion being almost completely gone now.
Slow down, Peter.  First, only a few hours. Second, one of your ribs is broken due to Paul’s CPR.
“That’s freaking great.”
Hey, at least you lived.
“How am I even able to move around this much without throwing up from the pain?” I marvelled for a second as I swung the spear around, testing it. The burning sensation increased, followed by some pain, but nothing unbearable.
It’s the life force you consumed.
“No shit, Sherlock,” I deadpanned, but inquired no further. Better get going before losing more time with explanations and needless questions.
First of all, however, I decided to check my backpack. After digging around somewhat, I pulled out the waterskin that somehow didn’t bust open. Taking a long sip from it, the thirst I didn’t know I had was quenched. Checking on the other things, it appeared that one of the artificer gems was broken in thrice, and that most of the lockpicks were bent, useless. Sighing, I put the bag back on, continuing on my way immediately.. 
I already started up the stairs when I looked back at the husk of what once was a sapient creature. Sneering at the withered thing with apathy, I turned back and ran up.
The sun was already hovering above the horizon, and would soon plunge into the depths of the sea. From the roof I could make out some parts of the docks, and it seemed that the guards had won, now they were clearing the dead and doing inventory of the damages most likely. 
They probably even had prisoners, or at least a hunch of where to find Paul. But it’d require me to expose myself to them. Perhaps in the confusion they’d forgive me for escaping from their prison. Maybe I could even explain why I was taken in the first place - not for crimes, but for the greed of a certain slaver.
Deciding on my next course of action, I began descending the stairs again. I had to make my way down through the house as there were no stairs or ladders on the roof going down. This time going through what appeared to be some kind of storage room, with boxes, bags, and sacks occupying the room’s four corners. There were shelves with jars and smaller bags on the walls, however, no other furniture was present. Upon closer inspection, at least the different bags contained food. Why would someone place their food’s storage so high up I couldn’t tell. Hauling all of that through the house, up and down, would be a pain in the ass.
Shaking my head, I opened a door that opened to a narrow staircase set against the wall going straight down, but curving to the left once it hit another wall. Closing the door behind me clumsily as the spear was too big to hold upright in the small space, I calmly descended while trying to not look intimidating. That didn’t happen as the first things the inhabitants saw was the tip of the spear. I heard a horrified gasp even before the stairs opened up, and I poked my head around the wall to give myself a narrow glimpse into the next room.
It was furnished richly unlike the attic. From my view I could see the end of a table with three chairs around it, while beneath it all lay what was probably once an exquisite carpet, now faded and trampled with age. I also saw half of a huge painting set on the wall opposite the stairs that touched the corner of the almost the entire wall, and in that one corner lay huddled a family of four.
At the forefront stood a goat, his horns pointed toward the staircase. It was clearly a he, as he was bulkier and larger than the other three. Probably the father to the three goats huddling behind him. One of the goats was holding two smaller ones, though gender and age was beyond my telling. The largest of the three was probably the mother.
I tried to come fully around the corner, when suddenly I was jerked back by the spear getting stuck in the narrow space of the stairs turning.
“Dammit,” I turned around and started fiddling with the spear’s position, trying to make it go through the goddamn turn but to no avail. Looking back, I flashed the now confused dwellers an apologetic smile. Determined that the embarrassment reached an unacceptable level, I simply shoved my leg in to the lower part of the spear, intending to snap about one fourth of it off and getting it finally unstuck. What I expected was a hurt foot bouncing back from the thick wood. Instead, the spear snapped like a twig all too easily.
“Sweet Lucifer,” I whispered in astonishment at the piece of wood now slowly rolling down the stairs before coming to a stop at my feet. With the spear now shortened and freed from the narrow pass, I gave the goats my full attention as I descended into the room, which was clearly a dining room as I was able to examine the room fully now. 
“Sorry about the mess, and the damaged wall,” I said, towering above the quadruplets. The wall now had a nice dent carved into it from my efforts, and the blade was now clearly duller. Not that it would make the spear any less dangerous, though.
The poor father goat didn’t know what to do. Seeing another staircase, this time open and 
not built into the wall, at the other side of the room, I excused myself once again before going around the rectangular table to the stairs.
“Goodbye!” I waved at them as I descended the stairs, and did so for the next two rooms before finally coming to what was a ground level - a simple room with mostly hangers and closets and a thick carpet serving as a doormat to wipe your walking appendages on before entering. Closing the entrance door behind myself, I immediately went right, down the street to the docks.
In a few moments I was greeted by the vast space of the docks once more. The cleaning crew had done a good job of wiping the ground clear of blood and accompanying viscera, though faded marks could still be seen. The docks were already bustling again, but not as much as before, and all the passersby gave a wide breadth around the field of battle where few soldiers still remained on guard or were scrubbing the floor still.
Approaching one guard, an elk clad in metal armor, its antlers fitted with sharp blades. It wore a thick helmet with seemingly no visor. The front of the helmet was wide around its face, forming a shield. The strange armor covered its entire neck, front of the chest, and front legs also. Going up against such a foe up front would be a nightmare.
“Excuse me, sir,” I called out at him, not sure if he’d hear me under that helmet-shield, much less if he’d be able to reply. To be honest, I was quite nervous and a little scared. Such an effect his armor had.
The elk turned to me, professedly studying me even if his intense, no-face glare didn’t provide much clue. After a short uncomfortable moment, the elk nodded, saying with a heavily muffled voice, “What is it, citizen!”
He didn’t recognize me, good. It was a little hard to hear him, however.
“Ugh, sorry if this seems rude, but could you maybe speak a little louder?”
“I am already yelling!”
“Oh.” I shrugged and went onto the questions. “My friend was taken by the slavers. I intend to save him. Any clue where to start searching for him?”
After another a bit of silence, and him shifting in place a little, he finally spoke up, “Although you look like you can handle yourself, leave it to the guard. We’ll save your friend.”
I just shook my head adamantly, the nervousness gone now. “Look, he could be dead by then. I don’t wish to underestimate the abilities of the guard, seeing how they handled themselves in the battle here, however, I must insist on going right now. So please, if you know anything, help me, I beg you.” 
He looked around before answering me, “Alright. But only because I lost a friend in this battle, and I wish no one else this pain if I can help it. Baron Darof is suspected to have his paws in the slaver business in our glorious city.”
“Any specifics?”
“Been talking too long. Go now, ask someone else.”
“Well, thanks.” I turned around, but not before asking one last question, “By the way, how do you see in that helmet? For that matter, how did your neck not break from the heavy-looking metal?”
He stared at me for a second. “Magic, ingenious design, and years of training.” With those words, he started looking elsewhere, now completely ignoring me.
Alright, this Baron Darof is supposedly a minor noble in the city, and also a diamond dog.
Go figure.
The thing is, there’s zilch of him siding with the slavers in the scribe’s memories.
Nothing’s ever easy, eh? Not like we have a better lead.
For now.

Standing in front of the humble stone mansion – yet mansion still – I rapped the heavy circle of stone held in the mouth of a dragon head carving against the wooden door. A grizzled old snob of an earth pony servant opened the door. Black main slick and laid to one side of his gray face, he looked at me with a criticising eye.
“Is there something that you need?”
With a fake smile I answered, “I am looking for Baron Darof. Is he home?”
“Are you one of them?” He inquired without hesitation.
“One of them?” I asked, not comprehending.
“So you’re not. Do you have an appointment?”
“No. It’s important, however.”
“Oh really?” He said more than asked as he closed the door.
Looking at the dragon head now staring straight at me, I couldn’t help but voice the one question describing this situation, “What?”
After about a minute of staring at the bust while contemplating what to do next, the door opened again, and the same pony. “Your weapon.”
I gave him the shortened spear.
“First door on the right,” he said and took a stance by the entrance.
“Thanks?” I entered into the foyer, which was one grand rectangle hall filled with doors on all sides and with stairs in the middle leading to the second – and last – floor. Well, ‘grand’ wasn’t probably the right word. It was big, yes, but still small enough to invoke a homely feeling. Plus, unlike the exterior, the whole interior was made of highly polished and lightly painted wood. All in all, it was quite nice. Turning to the right immediately, I entered the first door that was already open for me.
What greeted me was a dining hall where one circular table with colorful, perfectly flat glass covering it, and with about twelve chairs seated by it, dominated the middle of the room. There was another door on the far side of the wall to my left, which probably led to the kitchen. The room was otherwise decorated with different paintings and cases filled with magnificent gems on the walls. High above the table hung an elegant golden chandelier with magical crystals seated in six different arms, but unlike the typical color of blue-white, these filled the room with warm golden color. 
Seated on one of the chairs, silver cutlery wrapped in a white napkin already prepared on the table in front of him, was a diamond dog of indeterminable age. Nodding respectfully at him, I addressed him, “Baron Darof.”
He nodded back as he was looking scrutinizingly at me. “Sit,” he said at least, and sat just  across of him.
“Not there, I don’t want to have to shout across the whole table,” he reprimanded with a raised finger, though not bitingly. In fact, he was probably joking, yet still I moved until I was just a single chair away from his left side.
“Much better,” he shot me a small smile, which I returned gladly. I liked this guy.
“Now, care to join me for dinner?” He asked, however, his tone left no room for an answer. I was going to have a nice, warm dinner and there was nothing I could do about it.
Might as well.
Nodding politely, my mouth worked the words, “If that is your wish.”
“Now, what brings you to my home?” The question was finally voiced after a few seconds of comfortable stillness and crackling of fire in a fireplace I hadn’t noticed as it was built into the same wall as the doors leading outside.
“I am searching for a friend of mine,” I began as vaguely as possible, not wanting to insult him else he could probably ‘make me disappear’, so to speak. As it was, though, I felt like I could move a mountain and it was this strength that gave my words a resolute meaning and my body a firm posture. No nervousness invited. Plus this guy didn’t seem like the slavery type.
Looks could deceive, nevertheless.
Shooting me a questioning look, I continued, “He was kidnapped.” Showing no recognition of what I was really talking about or what I wanted, I said the last two words I was so hesitant to speak because of their implication, “By slavers.”
A change overcame him, as if a slap landed on his face. Slamming his hands on the table, he rose so suddenly that the chair slid away from him fell. Knowing that it was probably over, I stood as well, stepping back a little should the need to defend myself arise.
“Never a bit of rest, no matter how high I climb, no matter what I do. Always through suspicion. Should’ve known you racist bastards will never leave me alone!” He spat through gritted teeth, looking at me like the devil himself.
“That’s why you ask. It’s because I am a Diamond Dog, isn’t it?”
Alright, make yourself at home, nervousness.
“No, I was just directed here by the guard.” It was the truth, technically, but any dumbass could really guess the reason why I was directed to him. He was right.
“The ever diligent, fair guard, eh?” The baron threw his head back and barked a laugh. The mocking joy of it made my hair stand on end. “I know nothing,” He said, still looking at the ceiling, albeit now with nary a smile.
Turning back to me, the diamond dog barked, “Now get out.”
And so I did, quite quickly I might add. Once the door was closed behind me by the butler who handed me my spear quickly, I found myself in empty streets of a night-chilled city. Except for one being that stood towering in the darkness of a crystal streetlamp.
“Human, it does not beseech you to be so racist, considering what you are,” he rumbled, a voice like a waterfall of stones. Noticing the silhouette of horns and wings, yet still seeing the outline of a dog-like snout, I immediately put two and two together.
“What are you doing here?” 
A row of glistening teeth replied, “Honestly, just doing the noble work, wanderer. You are, by far, the rarest creature I’ve met in a few years. And as had been said, we protect that which is rare and lives. “
“You were following me, then? How long? Why didn’t you help if your job is to protect me?”
The draconic being drooped its head, “Forgive me, I could not follow you into prison as I am bound by the law of this land. Neither could I follow you into the air, as my wings are rendered crippled by an event long passed. The moment you took flight, you were on your own.”
But, I never even saw him. Someone so huge, so unique—surely he wouldn’t escape my sight.
“How come I never noticed you?” 
“I watched from afar.”
The thought that someone like him was watching me the entire time… it chilled me. The thought wasn’t the only thing doing that, though.
“You tremble,” the collector noted quite aptly.
“It’s the night. I don’t have clothes to match the change of season. This leather, long-sleeved shirt I got? Too hot during the day, too cold during the night.” Indeed, the blankets and Paul’s warm, feathered body were the only things keeping me from freezing to death. Even during the peak of summer and settled by a large flame, the nights were unforgiving.
“Why not buy more?”
“Never had enough money for that, never stayed long enough anywhere to really find a tailor willing to make me clothes. I used to have more, but it had been lost in a pit.” Then I realized that the dragon-dog was straying from the topic. “So, why reveal yourself now?”
The jarring change in conversation threw the collector out of loop. He stayed unmoving for a few seconds, most likely thinking of a good answer. “I do not wish you harm, which is something surely to come if you pursue the slavers. Thus, I will help you.”
I… didn’t really expect that. With someone like him, maybe we could actually do it. Maybe I wasn’t committing suicide anymore. A heavy burden I didn’t even know I had fell from my heart.
Sighing, I smiled. “Thank you.”
The hybrid smiled back, once again revealing his teeth just a tad too big for a dog’s mouth.
Yet, a frown scorched my face once more. “I don’t know where the slavers are, or where Paul could be.”
He never stopped smiling, only sidestepping away to reveal a bound and ‘sleeping’ deer. It didn’t have antlers, so it was definitely a she. That much I remembered from my biology lessons.
“I borrowed a prisoner from the guard.” He said seriously, the smile falling away like a crumbling wall.
I gulped.

Once done with her, we left her in a state of sleeping at the door of a nearby guard post, quickly getting out of there so no guards would actually see us.
The lair, or at least one of them, was in one quite a busy tavern – one that I would never consider to be a forefront to the slaving business. It wasn’t really lavish, yet it wasn’t anything to frown at either. Quite simply it was a middle, perhaps even an upper-middle class establishment with two waitresses and a pleasant-looking bartender. Not going to the bartender, but rather waiting for a waitress once we seated ourselves at one of the largest tables suited for tall and big races, one of them soon arrived. I made a point to look quite terrified and confused. I was playing the victim to be sold, after all. To strengthen this image, he had taken my backpack, weapons, and tied my hands with a piece of cloth. He let me keep the dagger I had under my shirt just in case.
“What can I get you?” A deer asked. I got goosebumps as I realized she looked identical to the one we – well, the collector to be precise – tortured just a moment ago. We were at the right place, alright. The other waitress seemed quite nervous, I noticed, as if she was new.
“We would like two ales.” 
She nodded, pausing for a moment, then asking, “Anything else?”
“And a moonlight blueberry pie for me.”
Not even pausing now, she put on a sad face. “We’re sorry, sir, but we’re out of moonlight blueberry pies.” This was followed by a light smile, like she ‘suddenly’ got an idea that could satisfy the collector in more ways than one. “Maybe you could follow me back to see the selection of our other pies?”
Jesus. Fucking. Christ. This was the worst ‘criminal speak’ I’ve ever heard. Like, I couldn’t even comprehend what idiot thought this was in any way worth considering.
“I would love to. Mind if I bring my… friend along?”
She looked at me from the corner of her eye, smiling a little wider. “Not at all. I would love for your friend to join us.”
Oh my god. I whimpered, not at all faking it.
“Follow me.”
So we did. The collector grabbed my shoulder and pushed me forward ahead of him, making sure I wouldn’t escape. We followed the deer to one of the doors by the bar, which she knocked upon once before opening them and ushering us inside. The poor collector had to crouch heavily to not bang his head upon the doorframe, but the hall beyond proved wide and tall enough for him to stand upright
“Go down the stairs, follow instructions,” she said, and closed the doors behind us.
“Stay behind me,” he whispered as we descended the stairs. They lead us to a room where three armed creatures stood guard by the opposite door. Or rather, they were seated by a table near the door and playing some kind of a game.
They stood up as the menacing form of the collector entered with me right behind his tail. Two of them approached – both reindeer with antlers reinforced by iron blades – as the third – a unicorn with his horn chipped away – spoke up.
“Consign your weapons. All of them.”
My ‘captor’ nodded, and moved to pull out the weapon strapped to his back. He began to unsheathe it slowly as to not bring the reindeer to unwanted actions. It was a beautiful sword – albeit chipped and scratched with use and age – that was long and broad, with guard a steel depiction of two leather wings and hilt made for a two-handed grip. As it was pulled out and he held it above his head, he suddenly brought it right-down in an overhead strike, decapitating both of them in one fell swoop. Poor sods wore only cloth armor, thus stood no chance.
The unicorn watched agape in horror at his comrades. Even before the bodies hit the floor, the collector jumped forward. He glided really quickly through the air, and by ‘glided’ I mean he truly glided above the floor without even using his wings, without gravity hitting him as it should. He stopped just shortly before the still shocked unicorn, putting all of that force behind his movement into another strike, and the unicorn was no more.
Man, I would never want to fight this guy.
I watched in awe much like the unicorn before as the warrior threw me my spear “Take it. Watch my back,” he said grimly. He took no joy in the killing. Truly a being of noble heart.
“Alright.”
He threw the door open, barging in. I followed.

The spear lodged deeply into the diamond dog’s back, killing him instantly. Pulling the weapon out, I turned around just in time to dodge an attack from another foe I thought dead.
The thrill of the hunt, one would say. I was possessed by it. I barked a laugh as another attack missed, and that was his end. It left him wide open, and for that mistake he’d pay with his life.
He dropped just in time to see as the collector, now drenched like me in the blood of our enemies, take down three foes at once. He was truly terrifying in his skill.
I wasn’t a great warrior, but the power from the salamander’s lifeforce gave me, the heightened reflexes, the incredible speed—it was enough to beat a foe one on one as I always took them by surprise with the power I possessed.
“Human, why do you take such pleasure in the art of life taking?” He asked while cleaning his blade one a patch of fur of one of his enemies.
“I don’t know, man. I guess I’m just born that way,” I breathed out and flashed him a drunken grin.”
Twenty foes lay silent at our feet, their bodies spread around the halls and rooms of this underground cesspool of slavery. Bastards reaped what they sowed. A groan interrupted my thoughts. One of them wasn’t dead. There was a heart still beating…
I leaned heavily against a wall, sliding down with my back against the cool touch of a stone.
“I need to take a breather. Go ahead without me. I’ll cover you should anyone come this way.”
He looked at me strangely. “Is there something ailing you?”
I shook my head, laughing ruefully. “I just don’t have the stamina for prolonged fights. I’ll be okay, just go ahead if you think you can manage.”
There was still a couple of the suckers. They holed up in a room down the hallway, where they probably kept prisoners. With the prowess the collector possessed, it would be a cakewalk for him.
The hybrid nodded, taking off in a brisk walk, crouching down to fit into the doorframe. As soon as he was gone, I shot to my feet. I tip-toed to the groaning slaver who lay on his stomach. It was another diamond dog, unsurprisingly. Perhaps a stereotype, but they really seemed to have a knack for slave-keeping.
Rolling him over, he was pale and bleeding heavily from two belly wounds, courtesy of me. 
There was a want driving me to this, now. A thirst like no other permeating through my entire body, the very core of my being. All other questions went aside. What if someone finds me? What if I black out again, perhaps even die?
It didn’t matter at that moment. Oh, how I needed this. I could not resist even if I wanted to.
I told you, it’s addictive, Dufus’ voice rumbled after a long time again. You know what to do.
“Shhh,” I cooed at the grimacing, already fading creature.
Clasping one hand around his snout, the other around the dagger I pulled out from underneath my shirt, I did what had to be done.
The energy flowed into me once again, flooring me. I gasped in joy as blackness creeped into my vision. But this time, I knew, I’d live. My heart could take it.

“Oh poor son of the unknown.”
The voice penetrated the dark veil, and I came to. I was laying on my stomach, arms and legs spread about haphazardly as if convoluted in a cramp. My sight was swimming, unfocused. I couldn’t even lift my head, but even now I could see the colourful blot whose voice brought me from darkness.
“You’ve fallen to the dark. Why?”
There was an unbridled pain and sadness in his voice, as if a child lay dying in his arms. I tried to answer, alas only a gurgle I came out.
“I’ve failed you, and for that I am sorry. Yet, there still may be hope. Cast away the voidwalker, child. You might survive this still.”
The icy grip of weakness on me began receding enough that I managed to roll over and sit up.
You cast me aside and what? There’s no coming back from this, Peter. There’s no coming back from me. You need me. My knowledge.
Don’t worry, I don’t plan on giving you up.
I shook my head. “No.” Dizziness overcame me, making me lie again.
“Then you’ve chosen your demise. Very well. I should be rid of you and the beast that dwells in ye now. Know that you have friends no more in this world.”
Something clattered against the floor.
“Your companion lies in the cell yonder, waiting. Fare thee well, fallen child. Forgive me.”
And like that, he was gone. It took me several more minutes before my head cleared with new-found strength I knew didn’t belong to me. Looking around, I came face to face with the husk that was once a diamond dog.
Fear tore itself through my throat, my body already scrambling away from my handiwork. That woke me up, alright. I stood up. Near where I was, a key on a folded note lay on the floor. Picking up both, my hands moved to open unfold the letter.
    Boss,
We found a creature most peculiar, something never seen before even in my books. It stands upright on two legs, like any diamond dog you’ve ever seen, although it looks unlike one. Whereas a dog is covered with fur from head to claw, this creature appears to be practically hairless except for a patch of hair upon its head.  It bears no muzzle, but rather a flat face with nose small and protruding, eyes small and sunken, and mouth with lips pink and moist. On its paws and feet no claws nor hair, only small, useless hardened skin or perhaps even see-through bone.
Indeed, boss, most peculiar. We found it by the forest where we usually lay in ambush for weary travellers near Vanground. It screamed like all of Tartarus let loose in a language unknown. We took it into our outpost in the city where we had it painted roughly and sent south via train. Albeit, the picture got lost so I couldn’t send it to you. Sorry about that.
~ Bismuth
Each word was like a jolt blowing on the flame that kept me going. Cinders of hope turned to a billowing flame as I carefully folded the note. Putting it carefully into my pocket alongside with my key, I stepped out of the chamber and into the long hall. Walking to its end, I entered a semi-circular room with high ceilings. The circle part of the room was dotted with cells, some empty, some empty, some not. Second to the right was the one I was looking for.
“Paul,” I announced my presence, the name reverberating through the room unnaturally.
“Peter?” The huddled form of my friend stirred in the corner of the cell. He quickly shot to the bars as he saw that it was indeed me. “Peter! You’re alive! How? Was that thing the-”
I stopped him with a raised hand.
“The collector, yes. Turned out he was tailing us. Decided to help, and so we’re here. And yes, I am alive thanks to you and Dufus.”
“Thanks to Dufus?”
“Yes, he helped though you couldn’t really see, apparently. Anyway…” I pulled out the key, stepping over to the cell over some more corpses before fumbling it into the lock. Not a moment too soon, Paul was free. He immediately jumped at me and clutched me with those powerful arms of his. I more than gladly returned the hug.
“Peter, I almost thought–” He didn’t manage to finish that sentence as his voice broke with a sob.
“Me too, Paul. Me too.”

	
		Chapter 20: Slippery preeminence - Part III.



It was quite the beautiful moment we shared, but as all things it had to come to an end, especially as we were in no way safe in those depths of the slaver’s den. We separated from the fierce hug we held for what felt like an eternity, saying no words as none had to be spoken. The actions spoke for themselves.
Taking the keys, I unlocked the doors of the other cells, releasing the prisoners within. Luckily, no children were caught in those bastards’ claws, though how some of the slaves thanked me profusely to the point of tears made me ache for their misfortune all the same. None of them stayed for long, taking the chance to get out while they still had it. I only hoped that the collector had ‘cleaned up’ the forefront too. Wouldn’t be nice to be freed just to get caught again.
It should be noted that while the fighting took place, I didn’t have it against me to collect some of the many pouches lying around the place or on the dead bodies. After all, they didn’t need them anymore, while our situation was quite the opposite.
“Blood money,” Paul muttered under his breath as I showed him the now overflowing backpack. Practically every centimeter was filled with different coins. The thing should’ve been heavy to carry around, but honestly with the power I bore at my disposal, it was way lighter than it had any right to be.
And yes, maybe it was blood money, but we needed it. These cloths and boots wouldn’t carry me through the wild much longer and the supplies we had were now even more scarce than ever before. There was no way around this.
As we entered the hallway leading out, the mood turned somber quickly. The sight of littered and mutilated bodies littering the rooms and our path does that to you. In the silence, I decided to question Dufus about something.
What am I now, anyway? Some kind of a vampire? 
Well, not really. Vampires feed upon the power within blood. You feed upon the very center of this power.
So, a soul eater of some kind?
Oh, heavens no. Pray to Maker you never have to face a soul eater. Mindless beings driven to madness through their hunger. No, you’re something in between I would say. You just drain the body, but don’t touch the soul itself. Which is good. If going cold turkey while drinking the life force of creatures causes death, what must it be like going cold turkey while you feed on the very soul?
O~kay... Anything else I should know about my new ‘affliction’?
I honestly don’t know. I’m not omniscient. Never tried this before with anyone of your anatomy.
Entering the pub, me first with a the spear at ready, we stepped into yet another room of carnage. The collector reaped more souls in that place, except for the two waitresses that lay bound with thick ropes in the corner of the room. Both were knocked out cold.
“Stop right there!” 
Jesus fuck...
Three guards suddenly barged in—two gryphons and a familiar elk. The gryphons split up, flying a little away from our sides, the tips of their spears pointing at my head. The elk just moved leisurely around the corpses to me.
“Oh, it’s you! And I see you found your friend safe and sound. Good.”
“You know them, Kal?” asked the gryphon to the left of me.
Kal just mentioned with his hoof as he answered, “Yes. They’re friends.”
Out of the corner of my eye I could see the gryphon nod, before both of them lowered their weapons. Meanwhile the elk looked around the room, followed by a faint whistle.
“Did you do all of this?”
Shaking my head, I replied, “No. A collector helped me.” 
Aren’t you forgetting someone?
Thank you too, Dufus.
Pointing with my thumb behind my shoulder, I added, “And there’s more down there. A lot more.”
“Well, I’ll be. I would give you something as a reward for such an outstanding job, but seeing as there was no reward put up at all… Though I see you found more than I could probably ever give you.” I presumed he meant the backpack obviously full of precious, precious money.
“Thank you for your work, citizen. I regret that I couldn’t be present to avenge my friend by my own antlers, but I guess there’ll be more opportunity later on. This is a big city, after all. Now, you’re free to go, of course. However, if you know something more, like locations or names or anything that could help us further our no-slaver agenda, that would be of most appreciated.”
Shaking my head again, I sadly answered, “I wish I knew, alas neither the Collector nor I gave the bastards much chance to blubber a word.”
Kal laughed, the plates of armor on his chest rattling like chimes in the wind. “Don’t worry, it’s all fine. Now off you go." He waved his leg to the door, then proceeded to casually stroll around the corpses.
Having that dealt with, Paul and I moved out into the main streets, the sun slowly peeking over the tall buildings.
We’ve been there all night?
“I don’t know about you, but I am pretty tired. The cell wasn’t all that comfortable and the –” he suddenly stopped to stare up the street at the castle looming of the city “– the crying, Peter.” With that, he said no more, only turning his eyes to mine.
A wave of compassion rocked me, making me nod at my disheveled friend. Truth be told, I wasn’t sleepy all that much. And with the dawn of a new day, the streets were already filling with merchants and people going about shopping or working. We needed a lot of things that would probably take the whole day to buy with how large the city was. Plus, an obviously full bag of money would attract the wrong attention, something I was in no mood for now or ever really.
“I know, Paul, and there will be time for that later. Right now, we have money to be spent, and things to be bought. Now, let’s see where we can buy some better backpacks.”

It took us actually two days to find what we wanted. We both bought better backpacks—a high quality leather reinforced sometimes with metal and built in such a way that it could be worn comfortably both vertically for bipeds and horizontally for quadrupeds. They reminded me of the much favored backpacks used by travellers back home. Once we had a place to store our things at, we truly began our shopping spree. We gave our old blankets to some homeless people and bought new, quality ones. Quality was something we could really afford now. With that we also bought new clothes, both for summer-wearing and for the inevitably upcoming winter weather, though we picked them up the next day as they had to be adjusted to my unique appearance. For that reason, I didn’t get any armor as that would take just too long, though Paul wasn’t at such a disadvantage. The gryphon was now sporting some good-looking leather armor with metal plates here and there on his front legs, chest, and neck. Nothing too cumbersome, just enough to protect the most frequently attacked places.
Armour was, of course, not everything when fighting opponents. As such, we got ourselves some new weapons. Paul bought, in his usual fashion, a big-ass weapon, though now instead of an axe my friend was now sporting a sword. Myself, I bought a short sword that I strapped to the left side of my waist, and a beautiful mace looking both elegant and deadly, which I strapped to the right side. For safety, I even bought a small shield that I strapped to my back. Even with the backpack pressing into it, it was not uncomfortable, which was just dandy with me.
We sometimes had to use carriages to get around faster—once we even took an air-taxi ‘driven’ by four gryphons, which took us across the town in a matter of minute. We bought things as we moved about, first medical supplies of herbs, bandages, and vials, some day-to-day stuff like the miraculous toothpaste leaves, waterskins, camping supplies, a more detailed map, things for hygiene, etc.; everything bought with Dufus’ advice.
The amulet sometimes vibrated against my chest as we passed a stall or a shop, and other times when peddlers were trying to sell me some magical artifacts, the amulet lay silent, clearly indicating that they were full of shit. We once went into such a shop, but the prices were outrageous. Yes, we did have money to buy some, but we needed a lot to keep us on the road constantly.
In the end, we crashed for the night in a better-looking tavern, and after picking up the clothes, buying some food, and on the insistence of Dufus even some books, we were on our way again.

It was on the third day, contemplating upon the problem of such long distances between towns, and the largeness of the gryphon kingdom or empire or whatever it really was. The speed, however, was probably the reason why it took us so long to get anywhere.
There’s one thing in the modern life back home that took me by surprise in here. We weren’t really used to travelling by foot anymore. And by that I mean great distances, cross-country or even cross-continental hitchhiking. The legs and feet just weren’t used to for the modern human. That became painfully clear as great callouses and patches of skin grew on my soles and even the sides of my feet, then tore off painfully to make way for newer skin to callous again soon enough. Then there were the nails… let’s just say there were new nails growing on my pinky toes and some more nails would be falling off, following their two already fallen brothers.
Can you stop thinking about such disgusting things?
It hurts a lot, I can’t not think about it.
Then put some salve on it and get on with it.
“Blah, blah, blah,” I sighed under my breath and shouted at Paul, who ahead of me, to stop as I sat down to pull off my boots and do just as Dufus had suggested. I used something from the medical supplies that my mind compatriot had suggested could ease my suffering. In the end, it wasn’t that great of an idea. My feet were now sliding in the boots because of the oily nature of the salve, and it made my walking awkward as each step was followed by a squashing, farting noise. All the same, though, we were on our way again, Paul once again taking lead.
“Fuck my life,” I whined and unstrapped took a swing from waterskin to stave off my thirst. It was something strange, though, like I had been eating salt all day and no matter how much or what I drank, it didn’t go away. In fact, it grew stronger, and resonated deeply within the core of my being.
Dufus, am I ill or something? I thought and pressed the container to my lips again.
No, Peter. You’re addicted.
And with that simple word, the thirst suddenly made sense. I wheezed a cough as I inhaled some water into places where it had no right to be.
“But, there’s nothing around!” I looked around exasperated as a sudden horror was dawning on my senses.
Well, there’s the occasional traveller…
“What? No! It’s one thing to do that to a slaver, it’s all another thing to do that to an innocent! No way am I –” The words died out at the tip of my tongue as I realized something. The struggle was useless, illogical even. I was already determined on this path, I had chosen it willingly, knowing this is what it would inevitably come to. No point in struggling. Too tired for that, to be honest. 
I stopped my whining, deciding to grow a pair. With that, a solemn calmness draped over me like the gentlest snow, covering my doubt and loathing. 
It was another hour of walking in thought when Paul suddenly slowed down, deciding to join me again. He had been ahead most of the day, saying he wanted to spend some time alone in thought, inevitably leaving me to do the same.
“I’m off hunting. The sun won’t be up for much longer, maybe set up a camp?”
Paul always did that. He wasn’t lazy by any means, he just hated setting up camps, so it mostly fell on me.
“Bring me something nice, too.” I gave him a lazy smile as he flew off with a smirk.
But I didn’t move. I stayed on the road, observing what unlucky soul would meet the maker this afternoon. The forests were sparse in this basin of a valley, flat and filled with farmlands or wild fields otherwise, so Paul would have to fly far if he hoped to catch something big enough to sate him, leaving me with plenty of time.
I sat down onto the dirt road, and unstrapped the backpack from my waist, chest, and shoulders. It would only slow me down.
My heart began pounding in anticipation of what I was about to do. Only if someone came. Or rather, if someone didn’t come. I didn’t want anyone to come. I didn’t want to kill anyone, to hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it. And yet…
I grabbed my head and yelled out in frustration. I was just so confused.
“Are you alright?” Someone behind me said. I jumped to my feet, whipping around to see what had approached me so silently. All the time I had been looking forward, forgetting that people travelled both ways, and that we weren’t the only ones going inland.
I didn’t want to see who it was, didn’t want to see the details of their anatomy, of their face. It wasn’t avoidable... and I saw more than ever before. 
“I am alright now,” I whispered as a tear slid down my trembling cheek.

It was dark already when Paul came back, guided by the campfire I had going most likely.
“Brought anything back?” I asked hollowly.
“Don’t you have your own food to go through?” He replied jovially as he ruffled his wings.
“It’s long lasting,” I said, throwing another piece of wood into the fire. I had used Paul’s axe to cut some up. He refused to throw away that dull thing. If he’d at least sharpened it from time to time.
“You’re no fun tonight,” he deflated, placing his ass on the opposite side of the fire. Noticing the rabbit he held, I threw him his father’s carving knife over the flame. He didn’t catch it.
“Some warning next time, hmm?” He was getting irritated over my inertia, I could tell, but couldn’t bring myself to care that much. There were other things pressing heavily on my mind.
Stop sulking. What’s done is done. Get some sleep and we’ll discuss this later, alright?
“Alright,” I said. Paul nodded and went about the business of skinning his prey. I just lay down on my blanket, not even bothering to cover myself. The clothes were really warm, high quality stuff.
There wasn’t any warning. I just blinked and I was awake to the sight of Paul hovering above me, telling me it was my time to watch. I hated this, every night spent out in the wild. Knew it was necessary, yes, yet still despised it. Who wouldn’t after marching all day just to get only a few hours of sleep? At least I had the energy now to actually stay awake for most of my watch.
So watch I did as I let my mind wander as I ate a roasted piece of rabbit my friend had left for me.
“I should shave,” I said to myself as yet another itch was satisfied, just for another to assault me at the other side of my face. As the beard grew longer, so did more unwanted stuff get caught inside to cause me no small amount of pain.
My hair wasn’t much to look at, but no one gave a fuck about my hair, not even me, so I let that be for now. Should’ve gotten a haircut while in the city. In such a multicultural place, there were bound to be some barbers. Curses. Nothing to be done now.
It had to go the old fashioned way, I supposed. Picking the carving knife and soap, I went to a pond, using it to wash my blade after every swipe and as a crappy mirror for reference. Some cuts and a stupid joke by Dufus later, I moved to cut my hair into resemblance of a crow’s nest.
Job not well done, I walked back to camp to find Paul awake and gaping at me.
“By the Maker, what happened to you?”
“Decided to give myself a haircut along some normal cuts on my face.”
That joke doesn’t work in Equal.
It wasn’t even supposed to be a joke.
Just saying.
“What’s he saying?”
“What?”
“Dufus.”
“Oh, some translation problems regarding jokes, forget it.”
Paul just shrugged and went back to lying on a blanket, looking at the sky now almost rid of the orange color of dawn.
“We should pack up, the sooner we start the sooner we can finish this whole thing.” I said that halfheartedly, the last words even coming more as a mumble than anything. Truth be told, I just wanted to lay down.
“Think you’ll find your brother there?”
“No, of course– wait, you haven’t seen it yet.” I fumbled after my backpack where the letter was hidden away in one of the inner pockets.
“What?” He asked, his questions soon to be answered as I handed him the letter. He took the delicate piece of paper in his sharp, dirty, unwieldy claws. I started sweating bullets as he started unfolding it.
Paul swept his eyes over the content, before handing it back.
“I guess we’ll be seeing a lot more ponies soon, huh?”
“Why?”
“Well, the letter says they took him by train south of Vanground. Our country borders Equestria from south.”
“Doesn’t mean they took him all the way to Equestria. There’s plenty of town in-between, no?”
He shrugged. “Look at the map.”
I pulled yet another piece of parchment out of my backpack, this time a folded map, new edition bought back in the port city. I located Vanground and found a trail that looked different from roads. That had to be the railway. It lead down to the mountain range, through it and then disappeared south, where in big letters the name Equestria was ornamentally written. I never realized this, but looking at Paul’s village on the map, he’d lived pretty close to the border. Well, relatively close since the distance was still large, yet it remained one of the southernmost towns in the entire kingdom.
“They could’ve stopped stopped by the mountain that’s now overrun with Diamond Dogs.”
Paul nodded, saying, “There are only two other cities the train seems to stop at before getting to Equestria. Just remember that by the letter, they moved your brother south before the mountain was seized.”
“Good point,” I said.
Taking him to pony lands would probably be quite risky, but it’s the easiest route to Saddle Arabia or Zefia.
God, the name.
I know, took me only a few minutes to come up with.
	I hate you. What’s Zefia?
Zebra lands.
Why would they take him to either of those?
Saddle Arabia is popular with the collectors of exotic. And Zefia is is bordering it to the east, and it’s the easiest way to get to Saddle Arabia by land. A lot of merchants travel through there because seas are treacherous.
And land isn’t?
Bandits can be dealt with. Sea monsters? Not so easy.
Alright, I see the point.
I took a deep breath.
“So?” Asked Paul, patiently waiting as I ‘talked’ with Dufus.
“If they didn’t take him to Equestria specifically, they probably went to Saddle Arabia through Zefia.”
“Why?”
“Saddle Arabia deals in exotics, so you can probably imagine why.” I drooped a little at the prospect. My friend cringed in reply.
We started packing up the camp, dispersing the campfire and folding our belongings back into our respective backpacks; all while partaking in idle chat. Dufus sometimes joined, using me as a proxy of his opinions and ideas. 

Peter?
Yes?
Remember how I said I’d teach you some mental fortitude?
Yes.
We have all the time in the world…
Maybe, but my body hurts too much to think right now.
Then when?
I don’t know, when we camp maybe?
You’re either too exhausted or you’re sparring with Paul once camp is set up, which will only lead you to be even more exhausted. When’s the time then?
“Is it really that important?” I voiced my question out loud, having the opinion that just thinking the answer wouldn’t convey how annoyed I was getting. Paul startled at the sudden break in the silent atmosphere. He quickly composed himself, and payed me no heed, knowing all too well that I was talking to a certain daemon in my head. He didn’t look at all pleased as usual.
“You know, you talk with him more these days than with me,” he announced and shot me the stinky eye.
My eyebrow skyrocketed as a bemused smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “Paul, what am I hearing? Are you” – I grinned at him toothily now – “jealous?”
“No,” he replied all too hastily, scowling at me something fierce as my grin grew wider.
“Paul, we talk all the time. While we walk, while we hunt together sometimes, while we spar, while we set up camp, while we cook food. It’s just we talked about practically everything we can. Dufus is an untapped source of knowledge that I would like to exploit, not miss the chance, you know?”
Paul sighed, “I know, it’s just…” he trailed off.
“Look, if you want to, I could lend him,” I said, tapping the bracelet to drive the point.
Oh, am I a thing now, just getting passed along some dirty hands and claws?
“Shush, Dufus. Adults are talking.”
There was a not at all pleased snort.
Paul blanched a little as he heard my offer, quickly shaking his head followed by about a dozen ‘no’s.
“Well, don’t complain then.” I gave him a friendly punch to the shoulder, grinning all the time still.
We entered a small forest. I took that as the perfect time for some distraction as a wagon pulled by two gryphons rolled past us, a small cub resting atop the cloth-covered pile on the wagon.
“Paul, there aren’t that many forests around. Maybe you should take the opportunity to hunt some big game.”
The gryphon mused at this. “Good idea. Want to go with me?”
“Uhh, sorry Paul, but I actually have to eat what I bought or it’s going to spoil. That would be a waste.”
“You don’t have to eat what we hunt down. Just some friendly activity together, you know?” He looked away bashfully. It tugged at my heart to see him like this. Yet I could do nothing but refuse. It’s been some days again. I needed to ‘eat’. The perfect excuse presented itself as I caught yet another cramp to my calf. “Shit,” I gasped and fell to the ground. Even the superhuman vitality had its limits.
“Another cramp?” My friend asked a bit sorrowfully. He didn’t like seeing me in pain.
“Yeah. I’d love to go hunting with you. However, as you can see, I can barely walk.” I hissed out a pained pant as I stretched the afflicted leg to make the godawful thing fade away faster.
“You sure you want me to go?”
I smiled at him through the pain. “No, but you need to eat, don’t you?”
“I am kinda hungry. You sure you don’t want me to stay?”
“Man, I can look after myself just fine.”
With that, he flew away as I waited by the road once again, the cramp slowly fading to a dull achy aftermath. I resented this, resented myself for having to do this, but the letter I now clutched to my breast was enough of a reminder why I did this, enough of an anchor for my sanity.
Another wagon rolled past, but I let it go. One thing was hiding a body, another an entire wooden cart filled with god knows what. I stayed seated, waiting for a lone traveller who would draw the short straw today. The last straw. I didn’t have to wait for long.

	
		Chapter 21: Power's allure



There’s nothing like an exhilarating fight where you need not fear death. The pumping of a whole cocktail of drugs into your own body to induce a state of battle-readiness was addicting. Unlike the other times, I didn’t have to fear the results of our battle. This time, I was on even footing with Paul, or so I thought.
I dodged to the left as I caught the fluffy tail coming from my right, something I wouldn’t notice normally. It should’ve been over, as always getting caught by the tail when I tunnel-visioned into Paul’s arms and beak, trying not to get caught. Hell, I noticed the tail only for a split second, yet my body reacted with reflexes I hadn’t known before.
I soared through the air, using the momentum to spin like a true martial-artist, leg out in a direct right angle to my body, prepared to deliver one sick-ass roundhouse kick. Even with the sudden burst of speed with which I dodged and spun, Paul’s predatory senses honed for countless generations caught onto my intentions quite quickly. He dodged to the ground as my leg swished through the air. Using his powerful legs to full potential, the gryphon took advantage of my missed attack and wobbliness as I landed, pouncing to where I landed.
However, instead of trying to stop, I used the lost potential of my momentum to jump once again, thus carrying myself from the place where I was meant to meet my doom from Paul’s pounce, at the price of having to completely sacrifice any semblance of balance I had. I spun in the air like crazy, trying to do a somersault to land on my feet, but not being the most athletic person I was and even with the power of heightened reflexes behind my back, I still failed spectacularly, landing on my back and skidding along the ground. Luckily we fought on a grass field, thus I earned myself no hindering scratches from roots or stones were we to fight somewhere else.
Paul had unlocked his inner predator, a crazy grin on his face and eyes pinprick dots being the giveaway that he was no longer the friend I knew, pounced at me again as he saw me on the ground. I pushed myself to the right, this time managing a somersault somewhat effectively, which managed to put my feet under me. I raised just in time to block an incoming fist from the half-mad gryphon now standing on his hind legs, using his powerful wings and limbs in a four-limbed attack that would’ve been my end if he didn’t lose balance doing so.
I used the flat of my hand to block the assault at his wrist, earning myself a bruise. It didn’T matter as I felt none of the pain at the moment. Instead, all I saw was an opening as large as it could possible be. He was stopped dead in his motion as I grabbed his extended forearm to pull at his wavering form, his physiology not quite built for bipedal standing. It staggered him, which I used to my advantage.
Putting all my balance into my left leg, I reared my right, did a 180 degrees spin to put as much strength into my right leg as I kicked him in his chest, letting go of his forearm as to not dislocate his arm. We were fighting, yes, but we didn’t want to disable one another.
My poor friend went flying as my foot connected quite painfully with the metal and studded leather protecting his chest. What the hell. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I just sent a gryphon flying a few meters as if he were nothing more than a football. The awe was replaced by horror. I cursed myself as he was gasping for breath on the ground.
“Shit, Paul! You okay?” He just wheezed in reply as he waved his arms around in a motion that told me it was time to stop.
“Fine!” the gryphon finally rasped as his voice came back to him. “What in the feathery beard was that?”
I helped him to his feet, noticing that I made quite the dent in his new armor. I cursed once a again. That shit was cash.
“First, you sure you alright?”
After a few deep breathes, he was able to speak quite clearly once again. “Alright, something’s going on. You don’t look so tired anymore, you no longer complain about your legs all the time. And you never notice my fluffly-tail technique until it’s too late! But this time, you not only noticed, you actually dodged it quite skillfully. You carried yourself with grace like a gryphon warrior. And you blocked my last attack, too! Just what is going on?!” He was heaving deep breaths at the end of his rant.
Silent at first, my mind tried to come up with something. There was no way I was telling him about the things I had to do now. The best lie always had a sprinkle of truth to it.
“I guess I should explain. But first, let’s get something to drink.”
We went back to our camp which we never let out of sight during the whole sparring lesson. Even if we strayed pretty far from the road to set up our camp, one could never be too sure of bandits and thieves scouring the land for victims.
After getting a few gulps of fresh water from one of my waterskins, and using the unfurled blanket to wipe the sweat off my face, I spoke.
“Back in the port city, when we were escaping the minotaur, we got separated. I landed on a flat roof of some building. I was soon joined by some flying snake guy trying to make a skewer out of me. I would’ve had died, too, if Dufus hadn’t interfered. Put simply, he lent me some of his power and I went bonkers on the guy. I killed him using his own spear. Then I left in search of you.”
“Lent you his power?”
“Well, he gave me what would’ve probably taken years of training. Reflexes, strength, speed.”
His face screwed into a terrible grimace.
“Peter, what did you do?”
“What do you mean?” I asked innocently.
“I don’t believe he helped you just out of the goodness of his heart. If he has any, or ever had.”
I raised my hand in a placating gesture. “Look, I was about to die. He obviously didn’t want that, so he gave me a freebie. There’s nothing to it.” I was lying to him, of course. It pained me, which must’ve shown because he never relented in his piercing scowl.
“I don’t buy that. Peter, I am your friend, you know you can tell me anything, right?”
I sighed. “I know that. The truth is, there’s a small price to pay.” His eyebrows reversed, now raised in a questioning, almost frightened manner.
“I have to eat and drink more to sustain my body’s new strength.”
There was a slight, yet visible tremor that passed through his sweat-matted back, and a hiss of breath through his nose-beak.
“Is it really all?”
I nodded solemnly. “Honest.”
Paul cast his head down, now looking quite tired. “I… I believe you. I’m sorry I’ve doubted you. It’s just that… Dufus.”
Fuck! I had to physically look away. The shame was too much for me to bear.
I wish nothing more than to tell him. That I am not the same Peter he left with on a hopeful adventure.
But you don’t want to lose him.
Right. I just- I can’t-
Peter, I understand. More than you know. This is the better way. He wouldn’t understand. He’d leave you.
I shuddered at the thought, and came to the realization I knew for a while now.
I can’t do this without him.
Nor without me. There’s time for words, and there’s time for silence.
Silence is what I chose. I knew, itwas slowly eroding my will, that much was sure, but at least it kept the status quo. Paul was still my friend, and Dufus was still my guide. Silence and a lie made sure of that.
Sometimes, the truth can’t be revealed, else it would cause much-
“I guess that means you’ll stop complaining so much, huh?” I looked back at Paul as he interrupted Dufus’s speech. He now had his characteristic grin plastered on his face, which I knew was a little forced, yet I couldn’t help but to be grateful for him trying to dispel this darkness that fell o’er us.
“Oh no, it still hurts like hell. Just a little more manageable now,” I smirked back. “You didn’t think you’d get off so easy, did you?”
His smile fell in fake horror. “Oh no!”
“Oh yes,” I whispered with just a ghost of a smile. “Now, how about dinner?”
“You won’t hear me complaining,” my friend announced, getting up to rummage in his backpack. “I don’t feel like going hunting, though.”
“It’s fine, we’ve got quite the food supply. Don’t eat it all, though,” I warned him with a raised finger before reaching into my own backpack to pull out some flat-bread and a few strips of cured meat.
Yeah, dinner sound nice, Dufus decided to quip in on our conversation, albeit a little late.
Can you even eat or get hungry?
Well, I can eat, there’s just nothing in this void. At least I can enjoy the taste of food through your tastebuds I guess.
Well, enjoy then.
We ate, we talked, we laughed, and all was good in the world once more.

	
		Chapter 22: Vanground



We made great time of three weeks to get to our destination. With the new power behind my back, and the constant feeding, I always had enough energy to push the extra few kilometers each day. We also moved much faster, my legs no longer hurting so much as to slow us down so significantly. Now, now we were finally here.
The city sprawled like a spilled soup over the trio of teeth-like mountains just jutting from the flatlands like the anomaly they seemed to be. We had seen the mountain practically the moment we left the port city by the way of north, but I mistook the structures to be part of the mountain, only when we came close it became apparent that what I previously thought were mountain peaks, were in fact giant statues, monuments, and columns built into the mountain, or set at a flattened-out plateaus.
“It’s magnificent,” I said to Paul as we walked toward the mountain, the ground already starting to slope upward though we were still days away.
The city was obviously built by and meant for those that could fly. Though it looked like at least the lower portions of the city, growing from the base of the mountains to halfway up, were accessible to earthwalkers, but it seemed unlikely that the higher, more sparse and clearly richer districts were off limits for us, dirty earthworms.
And all of that was just one side of the mountains. There could be something even more amazing on the other side for all I knew. What would be visible from everywhere, however, would be the palace atop the highest of the three mountains, which, to be honest if I compared them with the mountains surrounding the basin, wasn’t really all that high.
The palace looked like one of those ancient roman buildings, gigantic columns upfront and all. While not the largest of palaces I’ve ever seen, it was still very much impressive as I imagined building it up there had to be difficult. Reminded me of Earth’s pyramids. Someone had to move all those stone blocks and whatnot up there. Had to be pretty cold in there too, so high up.
I’ve seen better. You should go visit the Smithereen Reefs someday. Now that’s a show for the eye.
“It is nice, isn’t it? I’ve been into the city only once. When I was a young cub, my father took me into the city to see a parade in honor of the warriors of our great army. It’s held every decade.”
I suddenly had a strange feeling. “Don’t tell me it’s been ten years since and now there should be another parade,” I deadpanned.
Paul squawked in laughter, “Oh no, that would be too much of a coincidence. No, it’s been about twelve years. Too bad, really. You could use some cheering up.”
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “That’s what you’re here for.”
The gryphon gave me a grin and a playful punch before picking up the pace. I grinned back and started jogging to not be left behind. The backpack swung upward and downward hard, but not unpleasantly so thankfully because of the many straps I could use to fasten it to my body. This made running much easier and the backpack less of a hindrance.
We jogged for about an hour before slowing down to a walk again. We were both breathing hard by the end of it, but both of us managed to keep constant pace. Paul wasn’t surprised anymore that I could last more than my usual five minutes prior to the change.
I was glad he had dropped the subject and asked no more questions. It was better he didn’t know at what price I was something more now. Or something less? I guess it depended on the perspective. On one hand I pushed the boundaries of human body beyond what it’s capable of, on the other hand I was now a murderer.
I was quickly made self-conscious of a certain letter I kept in my pocket at all times now. It’s worth it for my little brother. It had to be.
Everything’s fair in love and war. You shouldn’t be ashamed of becoming something greater.
I am not ashamed. Maybe. I am just… I don’t know. Guilty? Taking the lives of others for these powers. I did it to save Paul and my brother, but is my love any less than the love of others for their sons and daughters, their brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers? Can I justify killing all these people who probably have families that mourn them now, all to save my own family?
Ugh, I thought we were over this.
You said we’d talk about it.
There was a terrible sigh. Alright. Can you justify killing all those people? 
He paused, whether to think about it or just for the effect, until he eventually said, Yes, you can. His words were precise, said with the will of a rock—hard and unmoving.
No, that’s just it. I can’t! It’s just-
Peter, you already did. I can feel it, the growing apathy with every life you take. You’re just trying to convince yourself that you’re not a bad person for getting jaded.
My throat clenched, my heart skipping a beat.
Stop dwelling on these meaningless feelings. What’s done is done, and what has to be done will be done. No turning back now or in the future. Just accept this already. All this self-imposed misery and pouting is getting really annoying.
Oh, I am so sorry for having actual feelings, cold asshole. 
I am not cold. I am rational. You’re just acting like an emotional child in the throes of puberty. Snap out of it. 
A flash of anger rocked my body like a warm wave.
Dufus, I think this conversation is over.
He showed no signs of stopping.
Misery loves company, but I refuse to indulge you. That makes you angry. This world is hard, your path is hard. You’re up against something that managed to pull you and your brother from your world, now you’re chasing what seems to be an international slave-trading group. When giants fight, they’re bound to step on the innocent. That’s the price you have to pay, and I know – I feel that deep inside you, however cheesy that may sound – that you’re willing to pay it in full. Now how about you focus on the road before you trip up and end up with a sprained ankle.
I managed to look down just as I was about to step into a hole in the road. 
“Shit,” I hissed and made a larger step to get over the obstacle.
“What is it?”
“Dufus is being Dufus again,” I replied, drifting off into silent, private thoughts. Paul nodded.
“I have to spread my wings. All this walking is making them itchy,” he announced before taking flight with a few powerful flaps of his wings.
“Sure, whatever,” I sighed as I looked up at the silhouette against the afternoon sun. Must be nice, having wings and not fearing heights.
We’ve already started passing different farms the day before. The farmlands were huge, probably taking half the land in the entire basin. I guess it was ideal. The water from mountains would keep the plants watered, while the flatlands made it easy to sow and plow the fields.
The road we travelled diverted directly east, where it connected to a large and well-paved road leading north to the city, and then south into the mountains. When we arrived upon the highway, I noticed something. Unlike the roads around the port city, it wasn’t as packed with caravans and travellers. And most of them here were gryphons pulling carts, travelling in both directions. As we moved north, we passed many smaller and larger paths leading off the main road to different areas of the basin and the different cities spread around the entire valley.
There was also the railroad to my right. I wouldn’t notice it if it weren’t for the train in the distance chugging away south. It was a strange thing that reminded me of the old steam-powered locomotives. I didn’t see any coal-wagons, yet there was still smoke going off the chimney. I watched it speed into distance, before I turned back to the city.
Paul was by my side again, now that we travelled through a more populated area. He said he didn’t want to lose sight of me, even though I stuck out like a sore thumb considering I was still one of the highest creatures around, and the road wasn’t really all that packed.
Too many people going south. The mountain must have been cleared, and now commerce can flow through once again.
The thoughts from our previous conversation still lingered in my mind, but I didn’t want to seem like a passive-agressive brat, so I indulged him in yet another discussion.
Most likely. Maybe we should’ve waited until the gryphons did their thing on the dogs.
But then you would never have found the letter. There’s no guarantee we’ll find anything in Vanground.
“Yeah, you’re right,” I sighed once again. 
Was there ever any doubt? 
I shook shook my head sarcastically in reply.
My guess was we’d arrive inside the city sometime late at night. It was probably better to spend the night somewhere in a tavern by the road, which there was bound to be at least one as a stopping point for merchants and other weary travellers. Or at least a communal camping place somewhere. The more eyes, the better. Plus, if the port city was anything to go by, walking the night streets of a big city wasn’t my idea of good time.
My point was proven right soon enough, as we saw a large, at least three floors high building with a long narrow building beside, probably the stables or cart-parking spots. We arrived there at least an hour before night, something which seemed to happen a little bit earlier every day—a sure sign that the autumn has come, with winter soon to follow in its wake.
We spent the time resting and chit-chatting. There wasn’t much else to do inside a small room. I was of course glad for any bit of rest I could get even with the life-leeching powers at my disposal, but after doing so much for so long, I was getting just a bit bored.
What I wouldn’t give right now for my phone. I had a great music collection stored there.
I didn’t say my desire out loud. I wasn’t in any particular mood to have any deep conversations with Paul about Earth’s technology, not that he’d probably care.
Phones. I remember those from the tour of your world you gave me. You know, if I had greater access to your mind, I could probably pull some music you had listened to at least several times before you came here.
Dufus, stop. I don’t want to deal with this again right now.
Just saying.
The day passed away, night claiming its throne with an army of stars. I watched for a little bit, the beauty of a night sky free of light pollution, before taking care of my hygiene and going to sleep. I dreamt of home, as many of my dreams were, before waking up more rested than I ever was back in high school. Good riddance to that cesspool. Not that I had any problems with high school, it’s just the place never sat well with me. At least the company of my peers was nice. 
By noon we stood at a large wall surrounding the base of the mountains. The gates, as could be expected, were huge and secured with triple grates, now drawn up to let the passersby through.
There were again guards that would randomly check up on others, looking for trouble or contraband, but we managed to pass along easily with almost nary a notice. There were bigger fishes to catch out there.
The first thing I noticed, unlike the port city…
Alright that was starting to piss me off.
What was the city even named?
Took you long enough to ask. The name is basically an anagram to the gryphon word for ‘light of dawn’. So, I guess you could say Dawn for short. Or anagram of the word Dawn to maybe stay truer to the name? Hmm.
Thanks, ‘Dawn’ is fine.
Any time. I could hear him chuckle inside my head.
Back to the point: unlike the city of Dawn, these streets weren’t planned. While Dawn’s streets were straight as a ruler, all leading from the castle to the port itself, and then of course the streets like half-circles crossing through the symmetrical ones connecting the different streets together, thus making neat blocks of buildings that were easy to navigate.
This couldn’t be found here. The streets were haphazardly made, buildings built as everyone saw fit here and there. It was obvious that the lower city just sort of grew under the city up on the mountains, and no one really gave a flying feather. Only the streets close to the walls seemed to be designed by an architect, but the closer to the mountain, the more chaotic the streets got. And it’s not like you had to walk that far. The city below was more wide and spread around the mountain than it was deep.
The first few buildings by one of what I presumed was many gates leading to the city were the taverns. There was practically one street devoted to them and nothing else. There was also a huge open space filled with markets right off the bat, so travelling merchants didn’t have to go far into the city. From this open-space, I noticed one large street that led both left and right into the distance. Perhaps there was one huge road cutting through the entire city around the mountain. That would be nice for getting around. Also, I could very well imagine a parade marching through that street.
I was pretty awed as I looked up at the many buildings and streets build up into the mountain above us, but Paul was the most excited of us. He couldn’t wait to explore this, I would dare to say, metropolis.
I wanted to explore too, yet I didn’t want to wait too long before hopping on a train south to pony lands. At the same time, I didn’t want to miss anything important. There could still be some important information about my brother here. All I had to do was find the slaver’s den in this city and wreak some havoc.
I shook my head and sighed as images of a satisfying fight sprung in my mind. It wouldn’t end like that, sadly, as I had only little know-how of fighting thanks to our sparring sessions, but that was about it. One thing was having a collector behind my back, another thing altogether going at it with a teenage gryphon.
I was about as lost as one could get.
“Paul?”
“Yes?” he asked with a huge grin on his face, his wings ruffling slightly with every second step.
“What do we do now?”
“We explore, of course!”
“Yes, but we can’t do that forever. What do we do then? I mean, there could be something about my brother somewhere. Maybe something of his, maybe a mention. I don’t know.”
He paused in his steps, now using his paw to rub his chin—the underside of his beak. “We can do that while we explore, no?”
“I guess. This city is large though. Maybe we could look for some slavers to… acquire information from.”
He looked at me strangely. “That’s a stupid idea.”
I am with him. Extremely stupid. We don’t want to impose the ire of those bastards upon us. I say we find the earliest train south and be out of this featherhole.
Noted.
“I guess you’re right. We’ll just have to believe the letter to be true. Now, where do you want to go?”
The gryphon reared up, becoming even higher than me as he stood on his hind legs, spreading his arms out wide. He grinned like a madman as he half-shouted, “Everywhere!”

	
		Chapter 23: All aboard! Hahahaha!



My hand immediately covered the front of my face from sight, and to add to the effect, I shook my head. “We don’t have time for this,” I groaned.
“Of course not, I was just joking. There are a few places I would like to visit though,” Paul said wistfully, looking at the districts looming above us. “Places my father took me.”
I sighed and smiled as my friend experienced a bout of nostalgia. “Sure. We can do that. Let’s just go to the train station first to see when’s the next ride.”
Paul, anxious to just go on an exploration spree decided to grab me under my arms and fly us there, something he didn’t do too often. With the backpacks on we were both quite heavy, so it took a lot from him to fly us anywhere for too long. The moment we took off were filled with heavy protests and insults born out of instinctual fear of heights that were rooted deep within my heart and mind. Once we were airborne, however, I knew better than to squirm.
We arrived at the station soon enough. As we landed, I almost fell on my face from how hard it was to move my legs after the muscles went rigid with fear.
Unlike the other structures, the station wasn’t within the city itself. It rested against the outer wall. There were two gates leading out and into the city, one clearly meant for entrance to the station complex, the other for exit. No roads lead from the station to the surrounding countryside except for the rail tracks.
It seemed like another platform was being built though, and a different set of rails was being put down, leading north.
“Wait for me here, it would take us forever to get through this crowd with that massive ass of yours,” I said and smirked, then walked away.
“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” I heard behind myself.
Taking a deep breath, I made my way through a sea of beings waiting for another train, some creating clusters of travellers, some being surrounded by baggage, towards a building with a small sliding window.
What surprised me was that the ticket seller was a pony who appeared to be boringly bland in color and in expressions. She looked at me through small half-glasses which only reinforced her secretary looks.
“What is it?” she asked most displeased. I immediately caught onto her displeasure on my gawking at her.
“Sorry, just didn’t expect a pony in here of all places.”
“Yes, I didn’t expect this either when I signed up for this. I didn’t sign up for this, no I didn’t sign up for this,” she looked away as her mumbling turned into an illegible whisper.
“Ugh, can I ask you something?”
She sighed, “That’s what I am here for.”
“Why are you here if you don’t want to be?”
The pony rolled her eyes, “You’re not from here, are you? It’s all because of the agreement. The princess had mercy upon the poor souls here and shined some much needed technological progress into this hole, bless her heart.”
“Hole? This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”
She guffawed a mocking laugh, “You should visit Canterlot sometime. Now that’s a real gem.”
“Canterlot?”
The pony almost seemed to have caught a heart attack. “You- you don’t know Canterlot?”
It’s the pony capital city. A city on-
“How could you be so uneducated? Do the gryphons teach nothing here? Why, it’s only the most beautiful city in the whole wide world! The shining gem, a true testament to Equestrian might! The seat of the givers of day and night! How can you not know about Canterlot?!”
“Whoa, calm down, calm down, I get it, I know better now, geez.” I held my hands out in placating gesture. After she calmed down, she wiped a few stray strands of hair- er, mane, out of her face.
“Quite sorry about that. How can I help you?”
Jarred a little at the sudden calm composure and a change of subject, I just muttered. “Two tickets south, please.”
“South where?”
“Well, uh, I guess to-”
Quick, what was the country called?
Equestria.
“- To Equestria.”
Her eyes suddenly sparkled with deviousness, “My, what a perfect opportunity. Two tickets to Canterlot it is.”
I just shrugged. I guess the capital city was as good as anywhere to start my search. And if Canterlot was at least as big as Vanground or Dawn, then it was bound to have an underworld.
“What’s the expiration date on the tickets?”
“Hmm? Oh, the tickets are for the next train, then they are rendered invalid, so don’t miss your train.”
I blinked at her a few times. “Sorry about that, but could I get tickets for some tomorrow train? I am not planning to leave just yet.”
The pony sighed in exasperation. “Couldn’t you tell me sooner? Give me those tickets.” I handed them to her, she ten pulled up a clipboard filled with columns.
“What time do you want to leave?”
“Sometime in the evening or night.”
She traced her hoof along the paper until she tapped one column twice.
“How does nine thirty sound?”
“Perfect.” I gave her a smile.
“Alright, don’t be late, though the train most likely will be with the whole business in the mountains. Oh, yes, I forgot. You’ll have to walk a short distance through the mountains. Another train will wait on the other side. This is due to some diamonds dogs destroying the tracks there. Don’t worry, you’ll be escorted by a contingent of guards. Have a nice trip.”
I just nodded.
After paying up, I went back to Paul with the two tickets in my pocket.
“Well?” he asked as I approached, to which I just replied, “We have until tomorrow evening. So, let’s explore, ey?”
A huge grin split forth from his beak.

I don’t know what I expected, honestly. Yeah, there were some nice sights we visited—a statue for some hero or soldiers, some nice public structures, fountains, markets. But sometimes he just fawned over the most weird of places. There was even this one abandoned street where Paul just seemed to stare into a secluded, dark corner, tears in his eyes. I didn’t even want to know.
The evening came and we rented a room for two. Surprise, surprise, we found out the room only had one king-sized bed. To be honest, we just shrugged it off. We already slept under one blanket on the road, what would really change if we slept in one bed?
The next morning we went off again, this time though Paul spent a lot of time flying, going up into the districts above. I calmly rebuked his offer to have me fly up there several times. I didn’t really need a heart attack, no, thank you.
While Paul was god-knows-where, I randomly wandered the streets – never straying too far however – while talking with Dufus in my mind about trivial things. Sometimes I bought the odd thing or two. A compass, for example. I didn’t really even think of that one back in Dawn, yet it was such an invaluable device to have on travels. Also, some spices and salt, all in small pouches I packed into a larger pouch and stuffed it into my backpack.
When evening drew near, we walked to the station where we awaited the train for what seemed like forever until at long last the tell-tale chugging could be heard in the distance to our right. A brilliant yellow light heralding its arrival as well slowly grew larger as the gap between us shortened.
Then, suddenly, it veered off to the left. For a second my heart skipped in fright as my mind jumped to conclusions that perhaps it derailed or something else equally horrible happened to it. We were all blinded by the light, and the night was dark, so there wasn’t much we could see. I quickly calmed down when I realized that it was just circling us so it would arrive from our left.
Soon enough, it did, and we went to our designated seats. Luckily, we had seats right next to each other, so there would be no awkward sitting with a stranger for the whole ride to Canterlot. Or at least to the mountains, though I hoped we would still sit together on the next train.
I was seated quite comfortably, as the seating was designed for larger creatures than me. Paul squirmed around a bit while growling.
“Fat-ass,” I whispered as I beheld his eternal struggle of trying to fit into small places.
“S-shut up, beanpole,” he squawked indignantly, to which I only merrily laughed until I couldn’t breathe.
We settled into a comforting silence as the train suddenly lurched forward, the familiar feeling of a moving train beneath my feet oddly putting me at ease.
Is now a good time?
For what?
Some mental training, of course.
No.
We’re on a train. The train is moving for us. You don’t have to lift a finger. Do you honestly just want to spend the whole time sitting on your bum? You won’t even read any of the books I made you buy?
Yes.
Fine, you know what? I won’t bother anymore. It’s not like I’m the one who’s going to get his ass handed to him in a duel of minds. Why should I bother trying to help you? You should be the one scrambling on your knees, begging me to teach you the way of-
He slowly grumbled into a silent rant which I merrily ignored. Not long after, a pony dressed in a typical ticket inspector attire came to check on our tickets. With that out of my mind, I let sleep overtake me.

I woke up when we were stopping at a village in the early hours of morning. By the map and the name of the station it looked like it was the last village before we’d have to board the second train.
Once we were moving again, I stood up and wobbled down the aisle toward the end of the carriage where I hoped to find a toilet. Indeed, I did find it, but it was occupied. It felt like forever standing there with my bladder full before the door opened for a minotaur to walk out. I greeted the fellow biped, to which I only got a grunt.
After doing my business I returned to my seat where I didn’t even bother to fight the sleep.

“Everyone, please disembark the train, thank you for your understanding!” The shout jolted me awake. Paul mumbled beside me. The shout repeated several times before it was muted in the sound of a waking crowd.
“What’s going on?” a cute, flustered gryphon beside me asked sleepily while trying to keep his eyes open but failing miserably.
“We’re going on foot through the mountain or something. The tracks got destroyed by diamond dogs so we have to walk some distance.”
“Oh no.” The most defeated whine escaped his beak. I couldn’t help but giggle a little, the last traces of sleep vanishing with the heaving of my diaphragm.
“Come on, get your bag and let’s move out.”
Outside the crowd assembled into some sort of cohesive formation around which about two dozen gryphon guards could flock. We were already in a tunnel of some sort, or rather a huge natural cave whose roof the light of magical lanterns could not reach.
Suddenly, a thought dawned on me as I frantically grabbed Paul’s shoulder, making him freeze in indecision at the sudden motion. “Oh my god, Paul! We totally forgot to buy a lantern!”
“Ambush!” Suddenly sounded a cry echoed through the cavern, and soon the cry was followed by shouts of fear and wails of pain.
“You have to be fucking kidding me.” I hung my head in disbelief as I was already reaching for my mace and shield.
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The shouts and cries didn’t even last five seconds.
“All clear!” A gruff voice with the characteristical clicking accent of a gryphon ringed out, and a collective sigh of relief flushed through the crowd.
“Well, that was sort of anti-climatic.” I quickly realized my mistake. “But in a good way,” I added as to not tempt the universe.
“Right,” Paul replied as he sheathed his big-ass sword. The mass began to move again, and we with it.
“Hey, Paul.”
“Hmm?”
“Did you notice?”
“What?”
“We were ready to fight without a second thought,” I mused in an almost hallowed whisper.
The gryphon just furrowed his brows. “Right.”
“I mean –” I turned to him “– I wasn’t afraid of dying anymore, not really. I didn’t actually feel much of anything except anger for being interrupted again.”
“Okay? I don’t really know what you’re trying to say here.”
“I just- well- nevermind,” I stuttered into silence. Paul just nodded, clearly confused but letting the topic drop.
I know what you’re trying to say. I felt it too. The lack of fear, the determination to face your opponents head-on, the focus; something you never used to feel when faced with a fight to death. 
Yeah, exactly. Is this also the effect of your powers?
I don’t know. Maybe it affects your mind directly, maybe you’re just more confident in your fighting abilities now that you’re stronger, faster, and generally better in every way. 
Whatever it may be, it even made me, at the prospect of a fight–
Exhilarated.
Exactly. 
The crowd shuffled through the dark caves and sometimes narrow tunnels. There was a cry as someone cut themselves on a piece of destroyed tracks—the dogs did a number on them, I could tell. After that incident, everyone seemed to be more weary of the jagged metal pieces littering the ground.
Nothing else happened as we crossed from darkness to the light of a new day. The train stood about half a kilometer away from the tunnel on a flat surface. It was heavily guarded with both gryphon and pony soldiers. 
The boarding was slower than I’d have liked, but eventually we were seated once again, and again Paul and I sat together side by side.
For better or worse, nothing much of interest happened. We stopped several times with many leaving and many coming, sometimes we had longer pauses in cities to shop around a little for food and drink. Paul and I usually talked about trivial things, sometimes we drifted into our pasts.
“You know, it’s almost embarrassing but I don’t really know much about the gryphon that saved me.”
“You want to know more about my father?”
“Yes, I would love that.”
My friend ruffled the plumage on his head a bit as he scrunched his face in concentration. “Well, I don’t really know what to say. He’s my father… ugh…”
“Alright, for example, what did he do? I mean, for work. He had to make living somehow.”
“Oh, he was a carpenter I guess. He actually built our house, and has a claw in many of the houses in our village, be it simple furniture or the foundations of the dwellings. He had plenty of work, alright. Sometimes too much,” he finished, saddened a little.
“A carpenter? I couldn’t guess, I never saw his workshop.”
“It’s secluded. He likes to work away from all the noise of a daily life. He’d say it made his works better.”
“Hmm. He had to be busy a lot, huh?”
“Yeah, and I understand. Just wish he had spent more time with me…”
“Aww,” I cooed and hugged my furry friend. He squawked in surprise, but after overcoming the sudden attack, he embraced me back.
“You know, you told me your father was saved by somepony. What was that all about?” I asked as I decided to change the topic. Paul looked uncertain for a second.
“I don’t really know all that much. He never talked about it, even to my mother it’s a mystery. When he dragged you into our home was the first time in many years he had even mentioned the pony.”
“What happened? Why would he mention it when he saved me?”
“Father said something about paying the debt to the pony. I think by saving you, he–” Paul paused, as he seemed to look for the right words.
“He was passing along the good that happened to him,” I tried to finish for him. Paul nodded, and a warm feeling enveloped my heart. Suddenly, the fact that he had saved me became all the more important as I realized how important it was to Jack.
“I’ll be sure to remember that, and pass it along if I have the chance,” I said and patted my friend to the back.
“What about you?” the gryphon suddenly asked, my hand still on his shoulder.
“What about me?”
“You look old enough to live on your own. What do you do?”
I giggled nervously as I tried to think up something less embarrassing. In the end I settled for truth, “Well, I am what one in my world would call a ‘freeloader’.” The last word was barely hearable only to me, however Paul’s super-hearing picked it up just fine.
“What’s a freeloader?”
“It’s… um, it means I live off the goodness of my parents’ hearts.”
“But… you don’t have to.”
“Yeah.”
“But... why? I mean, you’ve learned your father’s craft, haven’t you? Why not just… distance yourself?”
I laughed at Paul’s questions. “Oh, Paul. Things work differently in my world. Mostly, where I come from, people just study for nearly two decades, then they’re expected to find a job and just struggle through their lives ‘till the end.”
“That’s… sad. Two decades? Wait. How old are you?”
“I’m… oh man, I am actually 23 years old by now.”
“WHAT?” 
Several heads turned to us at the rather loud exclamation. “Sorry,” Paul said sheepishly as the other passengers started minding their own business again. He then turned to fiercely whisper at me, “23? And you’re still living with your parents?!” 
“Hey, don’t judge me! The unemployment was at an all-time high! You don’t know what it’s like! You’re barely...  wait, how old are you?”
“Me? I am almost 13.”
“WHAT?” 
This time, even more heads turned to glare.
Don’t jump to conclusion.
	But… he’s fucking twelve years old! Twelve!
Maybe gryphons don’t live as long as humans, hmm?
I sat there agape. Wait, why was I overreacting so much anyway? What Dufus said made perfect sense.
“What?” Paul asked innocently.
“Paul, how long do gryphons live and what’s considered the age of adulthood?”
“Umm, well, it varies. Most gryphons live up to 50, but that’s considered top of the line. And a gryphon is considered a fullborn at the age of 13.”
“Fullborn?”
“You know, adult, not a cub?”
“Oh, then it makes sense.”
“What about you, uhh.” He shot a talon my way, making a small circle in the air.
“Humans? Well, it depends as you put it. My whole world is really divided on the age thing. In advanced cultures, it can be up to 70 to 100 years old, though a century is like really old and rare. And adulthood, in most countries, begins in your 18th year of life.”
“That makes sense too, I guess. You’re still too old to live with your parents though.”
I sighed, “Give me a break, I’ve heard enough of that back home.”
“For a good reason!”
“Paul, no, just… let’s drop the subject, please?” I looked at him pleadingly. The whole topic was too touchy for me. I didn’t want to talk about home. Not now, probably not until I found my brother.
Paul looked like he wanted to say something, but then thought better of it and settled into the comfortable silence filled with sounds of the movement of our train.

The steppe and general northern countryside changed into rolling fields and meadows, the autumn still having a weak grip on the scenery. We passed through a seemingly endless forest, and I knew that soon we’d pass the borders into the magical land of rainbows.
Right as the forest opened up to sprawling green hills, the train began to slow down until we stopped at a small station with a platoon of armed soldiers waiting at the single platform. The ponies were all clad in armor that looked more for show than actual protection. Beyond the station I could see a small village right at the forest’s edge, and a large sawmill overlooking the mostly small buildings.
“Everyone please step outside for border control. Thank you!” the voice rung through the whole train car.
We promptly shuffled out to the overcrowded platform, while the pony soldiers divided into two groups. One contingent mingled with the passengers, the other group boarding the train in a hurry.
“Hope they don’t speed off with our train,” I grunted in what was meant to be a joke, but Paul being Paul wasn’t paying attention to me, so he didn’t catch the hidden undertones in my statement.
“I thought they were just searching for contraband or something?”
“Yes, Paul, that’s what I also think. I was joking, you know?”
“Oh, sorry. Wasn’t paying attention.”
As I had thought.
“Greetings, gentlecolts,” one of the soldiers greeted us, a pegasus bearing grey coat and electric yellow mane tied into a ponytail sticking from a hole in the top of her helmet. “You two seem to be friends. Travelling together?” she asked, ruffling the wing with which she was intricately holding upright a relatively-short spear.
“Yes,” I answered, yet didn’t give any more info.
“Alright. Have you two noticed anypony acting… weird? Or anything seemingly suspicious being transported?”
Paul and I unanimously shook our heads. “Nothing,” Paul said. I mumbled an agreement.
“Thank you, sirs. Though if I may ask, I’ve never seen one of your species before. What are you exactly?”
This question’s going to come up a lot, isn’t it?
The burden of uniqueness.
Also, what’s with all the ‘pony’ bullshit? You’re doing it on purpose, aren’t you? Like the names?
I wish. Sadly, the ponies do speak that way. They have their own dialect of Equal which contains things like… well, it’s hard to explain it. It’s as if in English you replaced the word ‘one’ in words like ‘everyone’ with the word ‘pony’ or ‘equine’ to be precise, but pony’s shorter, so that’s what I use. Anypony, somepony, nopony, that stuff.
Do they even realize how inherently- umm, ehh, racist? Speciest?
I think ‘racist’ actually fits.
But wouldn’t that be more between the different types of ponies rather than a different specie altogether?
Perhaps. Species discriminating then? 
Yeah, how species dis-
“Peter, you spaced out again.” I felt something sharp nudge my thigh. I looked at the source of offense—Paul’s talon. Suddenly realizing that I was actually supposed to have a conversation with somepon- Fucking dammit. Thanks, Dufus.
You’re welcome.
The pony was looking at me strangely. She had asked me about others acting strangely, now I acted such. Quite out of the blue the thought that I should probably speak out loud rather than silently stare at her crossed my mind.
“Okay, where were we?”
“I asked what you were.”
“Was and still am a ‘human’,” I answered while shrugging.
“Never heard of them,” she said quickly.
“You wouldn’t, I am a traveller from distant lands.”
She nodded after a short pause, the frown disappearing into a smile that wasn’t – how to describe it? – quite natural. “Thank you for your time. Welcome to Equestria, please enjoy your stay.”
“We will,” I said as the pony left.
She suddenly turned around, with a smile on her face that was far more genuine now. “By the way, gentlecolts, be mindful of your weapons. While not banned in Equestria, they’re an unseen sight in our honorable society, and you might be asked to hand them over when you arrive at any pony city. Just so you know.” She gave a pointed look at our unconcealed weapons, before going about her business.
After the check seemed to be done, the whole crowd of fellow travellers including us and two guards boarded the train once again. Soon enough, the locomotive was happily chugging its nature-unfriendly smoke down the train tracks.
The nature around us soon changed. The grass became as thick as a blanket, covering the land in a vibrant green color like an over-saturated photo. The meadows and fields rolled like small ripples, we rode by hills and mountains close and far, crossed sparkly rivers ripe with fish. In the distance, sometimes, I even saw a grand city growing from the side of a high mountain in the distance. It all felt like entering paradise.
“Paul, did I die?”
“What?” He deadpanned, probably thinking it was a stupid joke or something.
“Just look outside! It’s so beautiful. It almost feels too perfect. Like I am in a fairy tale.”
He hmm’d as he came to terms that I was, in fact, not joking. “Equestria does have a beautiful countryside, I guess,” he replied nonchalantly.
“What? ‘I guess’? This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen! I mean, if Canterlot is half as beautiful as this… Wait, is Canterlot the city on the side of a mountain we can sometimes see?”
“Hold on. First, no, I don’t really care for the grass. There are much better sights when you’re up in the sky with the clouds. Plus I like meat. And Canterlot? I don’t know, but as far as I know, there’s only one city built in the middle of a mountain in ponyland.”
I stared for a second longer, before sighing, “Fair enough.”
One thing I should note, compared to our trains, it seemed like the technology was still relatively new here. By that, I mean it moved slow as fuck. Yet one must still admit that it was faster than any other transport, maybe except for an air carriage I imagine.
Wait, why didn’t I think of it? Nah, probably out of our price check even with the money. Maybe we could’ve joined an air caravan or something, if such things exist. But those traders back at Paul’s village had to get those things up there somehow. Definitely not the inaccessible roads. Maybe-
My thoughts went further into nothingness, trivial things explained and justified in an internal monologue interrupted only by the sound of the train. The country changed as did our direction several times.
My eyes started to close, the eyelids folding over my eyes like a curtain at the end of a great play, when the voice of a villain echoed through the stage one final time.
Perfect. We can test it now.
I sighed so heavily it turned into a cough. What?
The mental training. I’ve been thinking about some theories and whatnot I can remember, and there’s a possibility we could do this in a dream. You know, create a dream world that could punctuate the abstract nature of one’s mind.
If it took that long to think it through, it’s gotta be really complex. There’s bound to be complications, right?
Maybe. You’ll probably feel like you drank a barrel of wine the night before after our sessions. The other, of course, doing it the old fashioned way while you’re awake.
I remembered some of my hangovers – not that I had many in my life, I knew how to pace myself – and the memories did nothing for my non-existent enthusiasm toward the idea of mental training.
I knew, however, that it was necessary. I wasn’t stupid, I had read books. Fantasy books.
Fine, if there are no risks of permanent brain damage, knock yourself out.
Fantastic! I haven’t done some good experimenting in quite a while. I almost feel like a pony again!
The thought of you being a pony farting rainbows is causing my brain to malfunction already.
Then don’t think. We both know it’s for the best.
Fuck off.
He just chuckled at my rebuke. Prepare yourself. Once the light fades, we begin.
Not surprisingly, I felt like nothing could prepare me for what was ahead.
That weird conversation led my eyes to snap open quite quickly, the bout of tiredness leaving my mind in a frantic hurry, only for it to return in twice the strength that I almost toppled over onto Paul’s lap. Luckily I managed to tilt myself so I hit the window instead.
Here-

	
		Chapter 25: The close-lipped smile



I woke up, my head tapping against the glass window as the train wobbled along the uneven tracks. Sleeping like that for god knows how long gave me a splitting headache and a nice back pain to go along with it.
Wasn’t that bad, now was it?
I winced and straightened myself back into the seat. What?
The training.
What training? I groaned out loud. It was a raspy groan that indicated a long-overdue need for some fresh water. I bent over to my backpack clutched between my legs. The movement only made the pain worse but I braved it like a soldier thinking it worth it for the water to quench the fire in my parched throat.
The one we just had before you woke up?
I don’t did shit. My mind conjured the answer the best it could in its sluggishness.
There was a moment of silence as the annoying voice realized something.
You don’t remember. Damn.
Yeah, though I remember now what training you mean. So we did it.
Yes. You were doing fantastic. Too bad it all went to waste. We’ll have to experiment more.
Sure looking forward to it. By the way, what happened with the memory transferring? Didn’t you want to give me actual fighting skills or something?
Indeed. To be honest, this whole training was supposed to also prepare you for it. Looks like there are still flies to be squashed.
Yeah. Can’t you do something about this headache?
There was a thoughtful humm before he answered, Let me try something.
A split second later, the headache got worse. I opened my eyes in silent scream, instinctively grabbing onto my pants in a spasmodic fit of pain.
Nevermind. Just rest.
The pain receded back to its previous levels that now seemed much less annoying. I breathed raggedly as droplets of sweat slid down the sides of my face. Silently cursing, I bent over to pick up the waterskin I dropped and took a long swig.
Looking around, I could see that Paul was now sleeping in his seat too, though he looked to be in some discomfort if the small scowl was of any indication. With nothing else to do, I melted into my seat, awaiting for this ride to end.

“Good morning everyone. I’d like to announce that we’re nearing the Canterlot station and to thank everyone for riding with us on the Equestrian Express. The next station after Canterlot is Hoofington.”
“Express my ass,” I grumbled before looking to my companion.
I smiled at Paul as this hell of a ride was finally at its end. My legs, back, and ass were killing me after this long.
Paul couldn't be any happier, either. He was already tapping his feet against the floor in anticipation of our arrival. For every problem I had after being seated this long, his must have been twofold.
There was one thing he didn’t feel, however. I was thirsty. Luckily we had a few two hours long stops along the way, so I could always sneak off. It did prolong the journey, which sucked, yet I knew it was necessary for everyone. There was a dining cart, however it was always full and the food and beverages had to be often restocked.
Then, of course, there were the mental trainings by Dufus, which brought me nothing, as all I had from them were splitting headaches and no memories to show for them. The pain was only multiplied by the constant jittering of the train, so the pauses were much blessing upon my agonized head.
Once we finally arrived, half the remaining passengers on the “express” left the train along with us. I didn’t quite catch the beauty of Canterlot on the way in, as we rode through a lot of tunnels and by the time we were close the city was above us.
But the moment I stepped outside I was awestruck. The lavish architecture of the train station itself, though it was but an open place with a glass roof held by lavish columns, the magnificent palace’s spires jutting into the heavens as if to conquer it, the noble looking ponies awaiting the arrival of those they know, or being ready to depart themselves; it all screamed magnificent and pompousness. The city, while being built on the side of a freaking mountain, growing there like a tumor, was much larger than it first looked. I saw only more lavish buildings before we even had a chance of stepping from underneath the station.
The palace gave the illusion of being close, but only because it was so large and dominant over the whole city. The street I could see was perfectly smooth cobblestone. The whole place was clean and neat.
Though it was indeed beautiful, I still thought Vanground was more so, if only in its rawness that felt more natural than this place.
The crowd streamed around us as we stood in the station. What I noticed was that, like gryphons, most ponies were naked in the sense that even if they had clothing, it only covered the front half of them, leaving their backsides and private parts visible for the world to see. And no, their tails really didn’t cover it all that much, especially when the wind blew. Indeed, clothing was nothing more than a fashion statement it seemed.
There was one more thing about the ponies that intrigued me, and for that I called upon the local expert in probably everything.
Why does everyone except for the little ones have a tattoo on either side of their asses?
You don’t know?
No. I mean, I saw those tattoos before, but didn’t have anyone to ask about them before we found found each other. And then we were usually too preoccupied with more important things than some ass marks. So, what are those?
They’re not really tattoos. Upon closer inspection you’d see that they’re actually part of the fur, not skin. Though it’s a special kind of fur that replaces the normal one on their body once they find their “special talent”. The special fur is extra short and has a sort of glazed finish feel to it, making it vibrant in color and detail while also having it look like it’s a tattoo.
Wait, find their special talent? And how would it replace normal fur? You’re making me confused.
You’re not the only one. Cutie marks are shrouded in mystery. No one really knows how they work. Only thing we really know is that they manifest once a pony finds something that fulfills them in their life and in which they are talented. It can be something specific or something completely abstract, and lot of times the cutie mark can be misleading. For example, you can have a magical book as a cutie mark. Does it mean you’re great at magic or like studying magic? No, it can mean a lot of other things. Maybe you just enjoy reading fantasy books, maybe you’re talented at writing using beautiful typography that often accompanies accomplished magical works. Maybe it represents your eccentricity with which wizards are often associated. 
That’s basically it. Once a pony finds their talent, it magically manifests in this form, the form of a cutie mark, upon their butt. End of story.
Ah, I get it. Magic and stuff. Also, ‘Cutie Mark’, are you kidding me? Who came up with that stupid name?
Don’t forget that it’s a translation. I tried my best to make it sound as stupid in English as it sounds in Equal.
Mission accomplished. I smiled, satisfied that I once again knew a bit more about this strange world. 
Snapping back to reality, I saw that some ponies and a single gryphon had moved to the back of the train, where a few cars served as a cargo hold. They started unloading the baggages and other things that some passengers claimed for themselves, though quite the mountain of boxes soon piled up beside the train. Some more ponies moved and with the help of magic, started transferring the boxes out of the station using levitation magic.
I looked on at the spectacle, especially the magic part. What was the limit to it, anyway? How much could these unicorns hold? The cargo looked quite heavy, let me tell you that, yet they seemed to barely be bothered by it. Or was it a facade of a worker used to the load he was destined to carry?
The train left. With it gone the crowd started dispersing, only until a few were left including us. Shrugging myself out of the stupor, I turned to Paul who was working out the kinks out of his body by doing quite flexible and funny poses.
“You done?” I asked with a smile.
“No,” he replied with a frown of concentration as yet more joints in his body made a popping sound.
There was a loud bang. Like, really loud, but something else hid behind the noise. I heard it underlying the overall noise, though only barely so, and only because it sounded oh so familiar. It was a yelp, muffled like when someone hidden behind a wall screams with their mouth closed. And it reminded me of a young voice, perhaps a child’s or a young female’s, but it flashed a red flag in my mind with the ferocity of a hurricane, conjuring only one memory of a young being that I loved above all else.
My head snapped to the left, back to the boxes that were being transported behind some buildings and god knows where. There a tired looking, sweat drenched worker looked horrified at a box that was in front of him. The box, the bang, that had to be it. The crate itself was large enough to be capable of holding someone in.
Another worker, or perhaps his superior, immediately ran up to him and started giving him an earful. We were far away enough to not understand the words said, yet close enough to hear the tone with which they were being yelled.
To say the least, my interest was more than peaked.
“Paul, wait here. Under no circumstances are you to follow me, alright?”
He gave me a look. “Why?”
“Because you’re too big and I want to be stealthy. There’s something shifty going on.” I said, still looking in the direction where the workers carried the last of the boxes.
“What? Why? What do you mean?”
“Just trust me, please. Stay here.”
He looked like he wanted to say something. Then he nodded a little, although his confusion was still quite apparent.
I moved to the side of the street they went into, as to not rouse suspicion, but once the last of the workers were out of sight, I turned back to where they went. As I left the station’s roof, I could see heads of ponies turning to look at me, the new circus monster in town. Ignoring them, I crept along a building as non-suspiciously as I could. I followed the workers into the backstreet in between two two-story buildings.
I know what you heard, Peter. Being inside your head, I heard it too. My guess the train had “other” passengers on board too.
That’s what I think. I just don’t want to think that those sick fucks are in this place too. This is supposed to be a land of rainbows and happiness!
Don’t let the looks fool you. Sure, ponies are innocent like children, but there are some that are awake to the harsh world beyond their borders, and they’re willing to exploit this knowledge for their own gain.
While the buildings were an artistic and architectural genius, they weren’t made to be symmetrical with other buildings on the same block. As such it created an uneven street that had many corners to hide in and walls to duck behind. The decorations would also make it perfect for climbing for someone like me. I stayed on the ground for now though, for fear of being discovered by any of the flying sapients traversing the skies.
Soon I came to a larger open area encircled by buildings and what looked like a warehouse. There were many carts there being loaded with some of the boxes before leaving through a much larger street than in which I was hiding. 
Just look at them. They’re hiding something.
I watched, silently, as the workers loaded the last of the carts, leaving only two boxes that were soon transported into the building. The warehouse’s doors closed, and I was left in an empty street.
Creeping in the shadows along the outer perimeter, I approached the warehouse. Up near the roof I saw a small window that was left open. I thought about it for a second.
That’s a stupid idea. You could fall and break something.
Right.
There was a smaller door beside the large wooden half-doors making the warehouse cargo entrance, one made for personnel traveling in and from the warehouse. Predictably, it was locked.
It left me with little to few options. If I tried picklocking the doors, it would take god knows how long and success wasn’t guaranteed, as was being undiscovered. The window was another good entrance, but I had no way to get there without risking of falling down and breaking a leg or something worse.
I approached one of the large half-doors that made the gate-like entrance into the warehouse, hoping it wasn’t barred from the inside. I already knew that they opened inward, so that wouldn’t be a problem.
I leaned into it as hard as I could, using the cracks in the cobblestones to lodge my feet against them, and I pushed. It was hard, the doors were massive, but in the end I managed to crack it open enough that I could push myself through if I took off my backpack.
However, in doing so, the door creaked quite loudly, and I knew that whoever was inside had heard it unless they were deaf. Knowing time was limited now, I quickly squeezed myself inside.
The warehouse was quite big, not as massive as some I’ve seen back home, but still quite big. As any warehouses, there were boxes stacked on boxes making rows and probably even a maze or two in some corners. There weren’t that many of them, but the stacks were often twice as high as me, or barely coming over my head, which meant I could cover behind them with ease.
“Did you hear that?” a voice whispered barely loud enough to be understandable. It was probably meant to be silent and unhearable but to the one it was addressed to. The speaker probably forgot how big open spaces made even such slight sounds roar to all corners of the warehouse.
“Yeah,” someone confirmed, followed by silence, until the telling clip-clopping of hooves on the concrete floor gave away the workers’ intention. I took off my boots, regrettably as the floor was cold, though walking in boots with thin soles made me used to the harshness of it.
Silent as a mouse, I crept to a corner, awaiting their arrival with a mace in my hand. They were both probably unicorns, and I would need to surprise them if I was to have any chance of fighting back.
“Shouldn’t we call someone?”
“Who do you want to call? They’re not scheduled to appear here until half an hour from now.”
“There’s still someone bound to be in the office.”
“Good idea, go.”
Shit. I thought, my plan now working against me. If I stayed in the shadows, these guys would call for reinforcements, whatever they were. If I moved out, I would loose the only ace in the sleeve I had.
If they try to hold you using magic, they’re done for, I guarantee you that. Don’t expect me to help you if they start slinging magic missiles though.
I could probably dodge those. Probably.
Better not risk it. Let them call their reinforcements, we’ll hide until they go away or we pick them off one by one.
Or die trying, right? No. I’m moving out.
Suit yourself.
I thought for a second to pull the shield off my back and use it, or to perhaps dual-wield my mace with the short sword I had strapped around my waist. I quickly dismissed both. A shield against magic would probably be useless and just deadweight, and I didn’t want to really kill them, not yet anyway, so the sword was out too. Sure, I could kill with my mace just as effectively, but unless I hit the spine or head hard enough, it would only maim them, leaving them alive long enough to talk. 
So, with nothing but the mace in my right hand, I moved a little away, still hidden yet prepared to round the corner. Bending a little, I shot off forward in a sprint.
As I rounded the stack of boxes, there were two ponies directly in front of me about ten meters away. They were closer than expected, one was already turned away from me. Before they knew what was going on, I was upon them.
I jumped, kicking the horn of the one looking at me while using his head as a jumpboard to propel myself forward toward the unicorn who was heading away. The worker in question turned his head just in time to receive a mace in the face. He was down, if permanently I knew not. Hopefully not. I was still thirsty after all.
I crouched as I landed on my feet, which I turned into a slide across the floor as the inertia moved me forward still. Afterwards I quickly jumped up again, already being turned toward the still dazed unicorn, one hoof rubbing his horn while he scowled.
He immediately saw he had my attention. In response, he took up an aggressive stance as his horn sizzled to life with light blue aura as he hissed, “Don’t move!”
I didn’t. I was too close. Maybe I could dodge whatever he sent my way, maybe I’d even be fast enough. Still I didn’t risk it, not yet.
A blue aura surrounded my mace, then it shot off my hand toward him, where it began floating near his head.
“Who in Tartarus are you?” He demanded angrily. “You better talk the truth, or I’ll beat you bloody with your own mace!”
Try to get him to surround you with his magic. There’s his friend bleeding over, maybe turn your attention to him?
“Maybe you should check on your friend bleeding his head into a raisin, mate,” I answered as neutrally as I could while appearing non-threatening.
His eyes darted to his fallen comrade bleeding a few meters away from us.
“Oh, sweet Luna. Bleak? Bleak!” he called out to the unmoving body.
“You’ll pay for this!” He said as the mace dropped to the ground. Instead his horn grew brighter than before, and a blue aura lifted me off the ground, pressing against me from all sides, forcing the breath out of me, crushing me in an impossible force.
Close your eyes.
I did just that. There was a flash of light that pierced even my eyelids, and the force relented. I dropped to the ground, opening my eyes again.
The unicorn now lay unmoving on the ground, steam coming off his horn.
“What did you do?” I asked quietly. We already made quite a lot of noise. I’d be surprised if someone wasn’t coming our way already.
The moment he touched me, I sent a feedback of my own magic down his magic channel. He couldn’t handle it. I didn’t overload him too much. Should be up in a few seconds.
“Perfect for some questioning, then.”
I picked up the body of the bleeding, unconscious pony. Checking for a pulse around his neck, I didn’t feel anything. Maybe it was because I was checking in the wrong place. I wasn’t a horse expert, you know.
I threw him on one of the higher boxes. I could see him from my position, but ponies being smaller, they wouldn’t notice the body unless they had a flier with them.
A groan escaped the other unicorn’s throat. He was awaking already. Picking my mace, I lightly stepped on his back with my foot. Leaning forward, I whispered into his ear.
“If you move, you’re dead. If your horn even sizzles, you’re dead. Scream? Dead. Answer my questions, I’ll let you live. Pick your poison.”
He whimpered as I applied more pressure with my foot. “I’ll talk, please don’t kill me,” he sniveled.
“Is anyone else here?”
“Not in here. Office.”
“How many?”
“Three, including boss.”
“Unicorns?”
“One.”
“What’s in those two boxes.”
He whimpered, clearly not liking where this questioning was going. I pushed against him enough that I could hear his spine creak. The pony groaned in pain, but didn’t scream. Clever boy.
“One’s full of weapons, the other is a pegasus. Special order.”
I sneered at him. “Any other slaves?”
“The others were taken outside. Please don’t kill me,” he slobbered, weeping. “Is Bleaky alive?” He asked after pushing back a sob. That he even thought of others astonished me, since he was so comfortable with selling his own kind into slavery.
“He’s not, too bad for you I guess,” I whispered. The thirst in me screamed to be quenched. His ears folded back at the hunger in my voice.
Then, I asked the most important question.
“Have you ever seen anyone like me? Perhaps twice as small, but looking similar?”
My captive shook his head.
“Would your boss know if a slave looking like me would have come through here?”
He nodded.
“Where’s the office?”
“G-go straight, t-then l-l-left.”
“And who’s the boss?”
“The u-unicorn.”
“Thanks and I’m sorry.” It didn’t sound genuine. Maybe because it wasn’t. God damn salvers.
“W-what?” the pony stammered out.
“It’s time to pay for your crimes.”

I ran forward, rejuvenated. I left my backpack along with my shield by the two corpses so it wouldn’t encumber me and thus leaving me at an even greater disadvantage against three foes. 
The scream definitely had given me out. Even deaf people would’ve heard it. I was just about to round the corner of the last stack of boxes at the end of the hall when suddenly a diamond dog appeared, running from behind the boxes. Before he could react, I reared my face, putting the speed of my running into the strike.
I hit him in the midsection with so much force his feet left the ground. He slammed with sickening crack into the wall of the warehouse few meters away. I looked left to find a surprised pony and gryphon standing side by side near an open door of a wooden cubicle.
I threw the mace at the gryphon. Him being bulky and all, he couldn’t escape the blazing fast projectile of metal, leaving him with no option but to raise his arms in defense. Too bad. The metal handle of the mace broke his arms, while the intricate “ball” at the end of the handle hit the top of his head. Gryphon down. Pulling the sword out, I looked at the last slaver.
The unicorn didn’t even blink, his horn flaring to life with yellow energy. Three magical shots left the light, flying toward me with incredible speed. I dodged to the right, then ducked forward as another hail of missiles followed the first one. One jump forward, and I was on him.
He released another missile, but I saw it coming from a mile away. He missed, I didn’t.
I smacked him with the length of my blade against the side of his face so hard it sent him down to the ground, the glow disappearing from his horn.
Jab the underside of his horn if he starts casting again, that’ll make him stop.
I jabbed him there for good measure anyway with the palm of my left hand, then kicked him into the side to knock the fight out of him. He gasped for breath that left him and started squirming on the ground pathetically.
“Ever seen someone like me?!” I yelled at him as I pushed my foot onto the side of his neck, while the tip of my sword hovered near his jugular vein.
“Speak!”
“Who the buck are you?” He growled silently as his breath returned to him.
I applied more pressure on his neck to the point of it almost snapping. “Your karma closing in. Now answer me!”
“Yes! By Celestia, yes! Small one, came through, went south!” He seeped.
“Where!”
He tried casting magic, but between the casting time and an actual effect, I managed to punch him under his horn. He yelled out as his horn crackled, the energy turning to steam.
“Saddle Arabia!”
“You keep documents, right? Like the little good pony no goody fuck you are, right? You have it all written down somewhere, something special, am I right, Bismuth?!” I yelled out the name with spite. It was the name which was signed under the letter I found Dawn.
His eyes widened in fear, then darted back to the cubicle, before looking looking back at me. 
“The cubicle, huh? Of course. Now, one last thing. Where’s the pony? The slave that one of your lackeys told me about?”
He wheezed out, “The box by the office, there in the corner.”
That was all I needed to know. Maybe, in hindsight, I should’ve waited. Nevertheless, I couldn’t help myself.
I applied more pressure, and Bismuth was no more.
Brutal.
“Nothing else can be expected in a war.”
Oh, you’re waging a war against the slavers now?
“Against those who stand in my way.” It almost felt too cheesy to say, but hey, I was feeling it in the moment and couldn't care less.
Stepping away, I picked up my mace and holstered both of my weapons before heading around the cubicle to indeed find two familiar boxes right by another door leading inside the office.
I walked over to the first box and knocked on it three times.
“Hey pony girl, you in there? I won’t hurt you, promise. I took care of the bad guys. I am here to save you,” I said softly.
A muffled yell sounded from the other box. I walked over to the second box from whence the terrible scream of a mix of despair and hope was heard. The box was big, well enough for two ponies to fit in. The top, which I could see was actually a lid held there by big iron hinges and two padlocks securing it tightly against the box, was dotted with six holes creating two three-dotted lines. I tried to peer inside it, but could only see darkness in the low light of the warehouse.
“You okay?” I asked though the holes.
A muffled incoherent sound answered. It was clearly female now that I heard it up close. The sound gradually turned into a scream as she tried to say something but couldn’t. A wave of compassion washed over me, making my knees weak. The poor pony was very much scared. God knows what horrible things she had to go through.
“Calm down, calm down, don’t worry,” I said as she took a breath to scream again.
“I am going to have to smash those locks off the lid. Don’t be afraid. If you can cover your ears, do it. It’ll get quite loud in there.”
Wielding my mace again, I sued both hands to rear back and smash it down onto the first lock. It didn’t even give that much resistance. This was unexpected. Smashing the other lock was again like like slicing butter with a hot knife.
Putting the weapon away, I grabbed the remnants of the locks to pull the lid up, making it swing back as much as it could. Peering inside, my heart nearly gave out.
Inside was a ragged female pegasus, her light ochre fur matted with days, mayhap even weeks of negligence. The orange-red mane falling around her in pasted together clumps of hair was even worse. By the tail I noticed some picture, one of those cutie marks I guessed, but couldn’t quite make it out in the dark. All of her legs and wings were tied together by rope. Even through the fur I could see the red of skin burned by the rope. The last horrendous thing on her was the iron mask around her muzzle with only two small holes left for breathing. The mask was tied there with straps running from both sides of it and around the back of her head.
From the darkness of the box, she looked up at me with her tear-filled amber eyes.
“Holy fucking shit,” I breathed out, heart-breaking pity waging war with boiling rage inside me. I drew out my sword before thinking better of it. Too large, could hurt her. Then I remembered Jack’s knife I had in the backpack.
Looking back into the box, I told the pony, “I’ll be right back with a knife to untie you, okay? Just… stay how you are, don’t move or the wounds will get worse.”
Without waiting for a response, I ran back for my backpack and shield, before again running back to the box. Fishing the knife out of the backpack, I unsheathed it, looking at the sharp curved edge that would be just perfect for cutting her free.
Looking back into the box, I brought the knife over her, only for her to shrink away from it.
“Don’t be afraid. I’ll untie your muzzle first so you can breathe better, okay? Just don’t move, I don’t want to hurt you.”
As I moved the knife to the back of her head, she closed her eyes and froze. If one didn’t know better, she could’ve been mistaken for a realistic statue of a downtrodden pony. I cut the straps, and slowly pulled the iron mask off of her muzzle. It was a little hard, as the edges of the mask had dug into her skin, making it swell underneath it. She whimpered as I did so.
“See? All better now, right?” She still had her eyes shut, but I could see a tears forming at the edges. I moved to their legs and wings, untying them all, pulling the ropes carefully off her wounded legs before throwing them viciously out of the box. She tried to move her legs and wings, but with a firm grip of my hand on her foreleg, she stopped
“Don’t move too much just yet, or you might get a cramp or worse, tear something. Here, have some water.” I grabbed the waterskin, unscrewed the top and put the tip of it to her mouth. She moved one of her forelegs carefully under it to tilt it a little, so the water could flow into her mouth. I didn’t want to do it for her, lest she choke. I didn’t want to risk her dry drowning, though such things are incredibly rare. Yet with my luck...
After she finished drinking, I strapped the waterskin back to the backpack. I did all I could right now. I didn’t want to pick her up just yet. Who knows what other injuries she could have beneath her skin that would only become worse by handling her. Plus, there was still work to be done. After strapping my backpack on, I looked back into the crate.
“I’ll be right back, okay? Try to stretch your legs but be really careful, if it hurts, stop. I have to go check something up in the office, alright?”
I waited for her response. After a moment, she nodded meekly.
As I was about to move away, I heard a raspy voice. “Is… is this a dream?”
I turned back toward her. “No. Your nightmare is over,” I said and flashed her a warm smile before moving through the door beside the boxes into the office.
The cubicle was three seats and tables with stacks of papers all over the place. Evidence of their shady business strewn all over the place. Stupid, careless.
I walked over to the boss’s table. At least I thought so by the much nicer chair. I started digging through the papers on his table and in the drawers. It took me maybe ten minutes before I found what I was looking for.
It was a paper detailing a strange creature that clearly resembled a human.
Hairless hybrid of a diamond dog and a minotaur. Yeah, sure.
It went into a lot of details, and complaints of it crying all the time. Red overtook my vision for a moment. I had to restrain myself to not scramble the paper and tear it to pieces, then tear to pieces the corpse outside.
Dark brown hair? My brother has brown hair. 
Then, just something about sending the thing further down south after confirming it with someone above him. Lucrative market for such things in Saddle Arabia.
There was nothing else. Nothing that would give out more information. I folded the paper into my pocket, then stepped outside only to have my blood frozen in fear.
The gryphon was gone.
“Oh no, no no no, no, NO!” I yelled looking at the now vacant space.
“Stupid, rookie mistake. Stupid!” A stream of curses left my mouth. He would go to his buddies. They’d hunt me down. The dog was still there, his insides probably a paste. The unicorn was indeed dead.
I noticed quite suddenly that there was a droplet of blood, and then another further into the warehouse. I realized that not all was lost. Thank god for head wounds bleeding like all hell. Suddenly I realized that the pony girl might be in danger.
I ran around the office back to the box, only to find the pony still there, as safe as I left her.
“Time to go, can you get up?” I said hurriedly. She immediately shook her head.
Sighing, I said, “Alright, do you have anything broken? Legs, ribs?”
“No.”
“Alright, I’ll pick you up and carry you in my arms. It won’t be pleasant though. Ready?”
She nodded after taking a deep breath.
I moved my hand underneath her, and slowly lifted her off the crate. Jesus, she was like a feather.
She winced and hissed, but braved it through like a little soldier.
With her in my arms, I quickly followed the blood with growing apprehension after retrieving my backpack and shield. When I arrived to another door, tucked away between a few boxes that was open, I realized that in fact, I was probably fucked.
Stepping outside to find myself facing a contingent of pony guards with their spears pointing at me only confirmed my suspicion. My sanity almost snapped right there and then.
Almost.
I hate this fucking world.
I know, Peter. I know.

	
		Chapter 26: Burning star



They stared at me. I could see the uncertainty in their posture, yet they were professional enough to not show it all that much. Surprised to see someone like me, perhaps? I was used to that by now, however. “It was the gryphon, wasn’t it?” I broke the silence between us. I was waiting for one of them to step forward, command me to speak my name and identify myself.
Yet they didn’t. Before them was a creature they never even heard of. An unknown in a magical world full of powerful creatures. For all they knew, I could be a god walking among them with powers beyond their imagination. Plus I was holding a pony, disheveled and for all I knew, broken beyond repair. They probably suspected me. 
Their collective eyes inspected me, every inch of my body, my equipment, my clothing, the pony. They were smart, playing it as safe as they could.
I stood, unmoving and trying to put away the apprehension from my voice until finally, neutrally, I continued, “I don’t know what he told you, but he’s a slaver. But you know what, fuck that. This pony needs immediate medical attention. Now!” I barked the last one as if I were their commander.
Smooth.
A pegasus pony stepped forward. He looked just like the other guards in their golden-looking useless armors. He motioned for another pegasus to step forward. The pony commanded approached me floating with extended forelegs. I put the whimpering girl in his arms. Once he had her, he immediately flew away. 
The pony who stepped forward prior to that, said, “We know about the slavers, sir. The gryphon confessed to everything, begging us to save him from the monster that was hunting him. Are we to presume you’re that monster he mentioned? Though by what I witnessed, I see no such monster around.” He said the last bit with a smile, which swiftly vanished. “He talked about several others. By the blood on your clothes, are we to assume that…”
Feeling slightly intoxicated in my own inhuman strength, I swiftly replied, “That I delivered swift justice? Yes.”
The pony guard sighed, clearly pained at the words he was about to speak, “Sorry for having to do this, but murder is not justice. In the name of our princesses and Equestria we serve, we hereby place you under arrest. Hand over your weapons, backpack and clothes.”
Princesses? There’s only one, unless…
After glowering at him for a second, I relented with a sigh of my own. “I’ll give you my weapons, my shield, and backpack, but you won’t have my clothes.”
His eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“Because it’s windy as fuck up here.”

After seeing my lack of fur, and having a unicorn magically browse every inch of my clothes, they let me keep them unlike my weapons and backpack. The bastards even took Jack’s knife and my amulet. They seemed to dismiss Dufus’ bracelet though.
“Let’s move out!” the pony in charge that questioned me bofer, a light-blue pegasus with yellow eyes, took up the front as the others surrounded me in a protective circle.
We were just starting to move when another pegasus approached the leader of our small group. He whispered something to the commander’s ear, after which he turned to me.
“Do you have a gryphon friend by the name of –” he trailed off, as the messenger whispered in his ear again. “– Paul?”
“Yes, but he has nothing to do with this mess.”
“I know, he’s just searching for you.”
Turning back to the messenger pegasus, he answered loud enough so that even I could hear, “Escort him to the station. We’ll be there shortly.” The pony nodded and flew off.
“Well, let’s move out for real this time.”
I was kinda curious how these ponies, having no hands, would move around with their spears. Unicorns I could already guess, pegasi would probably tuck it under their wings. Ponies that had neither?
It was my failure to notice that these ponies had a specially crafted armor with a special helve on their armor to which the spear could be attached. Still, I couldn’t really see how they would be effective in battle one way or another. Swords maybe they could swing around in their mouths. Spears? No way.
We moved through back streets of Canterlot, keeping out of the main road for the most part. When we neared the palace, where I guessed their barracks or wherever they were taking me were, we did have to move out onto the main street and through a gate that led into the inner spaces of the palace.
Once we stepped out into the light of the heavily occupied streets, as it were midday after all, the passersby dropped everything to behold the sight of a whole contingent of guards surrounding a strange creature.
There were ponies for the most part. An odd creature here and there, such as the occasional gryphon or minotaur, would stare also, but not as much.
Ponies are, as I had said, isolationists for the most part. They don’t see much variety, even if we are in their capital city.
How’s that even possible? One would think with so many different sapient species in this world, even the most isolated society that’s so spread would have at least some contact with others not their own.
The problem is a cycle. Ponies aren’t really all that welcome of others, so others usually steer clear of them. When I last, ehm, occupied a pony and visited this grand city, there were no others. Only ponies. Now it seems to be changing. Don’t know, I’ve been out of contact with ponies for a while.
Good to know you’re not that all-knowing as you make yourself out to be.
I never claimed to be as such.
No, but you seem to know all the answers for the most part.
Comes with age.
Even with age, breakthroughs in practically every area of life happen all the time. What if some of the facts you think you know are true are in fact, proven false by now? Happened all the time on Earth.
You’ll find, for whatever reason, that the technological advances of this world are really, really slow.
How come?
“We’re here!”
Beats me.
I snapped out of my mental conversation to take in my new surroundings. I haven’t quite mastered yet the multitasking of having a conversation in my head and observing my vicinity.
We stood before the entrance to a building that seemed, for the most part, separate from the palace, though I could see it was connected to it at least with one hallway. The building itself was spartan in design, which was in stark contrast to the, what I felt was, and over-decorated castle.
The inconspicuous commander ordered three of the ponies – a unicorn, pegasus and an ‘earth’ pony, perhaps to complement each other in every department possible – to escort me around the building, while he and the others entered the barracks. As we walked around, we came across another building that was just a small stone cubicle. Too small to be a prison. As we entered, I learned why.
The ponies led me down a staircase that immediately opened up to a much larger hallway filled with different holding cells. Most of them were empty, yet they led me past them further into the dungeon.
At the end were a set of larger cells with especially thick bars. They decided me to throw me into one of them, locking me behind a door of solid, centimeters thick steel. Smart of them, as I could probably kick the doors of a normal cell open. Probably with maybe a sprained ankle or something, but I could. Anyway, I didn’t know what I really expected, but it wasn’t this.
The ponies seemed to value their prisoners in some way at least, since instead of a hard wooden cot, maybe some hay and a bucket, there was an actual bed with a thin mattress, a chair, and a toilet hidden behind a curtain. There was even an airshaft up above the toilet so the smell wouldn’t fill the entire prison.
I propped my ass onto the bed, awaiting my fate, whatever it would be. The only light in the entire prison was from crystal lanterns hanging in the hallway outside my cell, which got me kinda drowsy after a few minutes. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long for some excitement to happen. I was sitting for about ten minutes – I couldn’t really tell to be honest – when my friend, escorted by a lonesome guard, entered the limited field of vision from my cell.
“You have a knack of getting yourself in trouble,” were his first words. Not even a hello or “are you okay?”. If you couldn't tell, he wasn’t happy. Not at all.
“Don’t be angry with me, Paul. It wasn’t my fault.”
He just raised one feathered eyebrow at me. “How exactly isn’t this your fault? If it weren’t, you wouldn’t be on that side of the bars, would you?”
I just ran my hand through my hair, which were getting long and frizzly again, as I contemplated on my wording and how to explain my situation. “Look, it’s just some misunderstanding, okay?”
“How is killing several someones a misunderstanding?” the gryphon asked in an uncharacteristically chilly voice.
“They told you that, huh?” I scratched at my growing stubble. “They probably forgot to mention that they were slavers.”
“Slavers? Here?” He looked as surprised as I was when I found out.
“Yeah, they even had a young pony slave locked in one of those shipping crates.” 
“But… but we went through a control on the borders. They even checked the cargo.”
“Well, the pony was gagged and bound. Maybe the guards were bribed? I don’t know, I don’t really care. They’re dead, I killed them, and I don’t regret it one bit. I’m sorry if that doesn’t sit well with-”
He held out his hand to silence my train of thoughts and speech.
“I’m not angry with you because of that, not anymore.” He sighed as he he seemed to hold back his emotions. In the end, he cracked and the familiar smuggish smirk returned to his beak. “I’m just angry I didn’t have a chance to kick their asses also.”
Now there was my friend!
The guard, the entire time standing there in silence, seemed to be a little disturbed at the sudden change in the gryphon’s mood. He looked unsure for a second.
Paul also put on his thinking face. “Peter, I honestly don’t know what will happen now. I’ll try to appeal to the authorities though. They should-”
The guard cleared his throat, interrupting the feathery ball of cuteness standing beside him. “No need for that,” he spoke. “The princesses have already decided to involve themselves personally in this case.”
Princesses? Why would someone like that care for such things? “The princesses? Why? And why not the queen and king when we’re at it?”
Peter, the princesses are the rulers. At least one of them is. I don’t know about the other.
What? Why call themselves ‘princesses’ then? Why not queens?
Ask them when you have the chance.
What a strange monarchy.
“King and queen?” The guard asked, confused.
I waved my hand to dismiss that topic. “Nevermind that. Why, then, would the rulers of this country involve themselves in this? I’d imagine they have better things to do, no?”
The pony was even more confused. “Why not? I can’t imagine anything else than slavery at the very heart of Equestria, maybe except for another monster outbreak.”
“Yes well, isn’t that why you’re here? Don’t you have courts and soldiers and stuff to solve this?”
“We have courts, yes, but this is no laughing matter!” He stomped his hoof, looking quite frustrated with my apparent lack of knowledge of… whatever.
Did… did he just unwittingly insult his country’s judicial system? A roaring laugh only I could hear erupted inside my head.
“You know what? Nevermind. When can I expect this whole mess to be solved?”
“That’s for the princesses to decide. I think we’ve been here long enough, time to go.” He turned to Paul, who just gave me a small smile, before both of them left. I was alone in the cells again, with only a distant sound of snorting from some other prisoners keeping me company.

Another guard came, this time a unicorn whose horn was alight in magical aura while a quill, ink and a clipboard floated beside him.
“Name,” he said.
Well, that took long enough. Thinking honesty best in this case, since I was apparently getting involved with these almighty princesses, I answered, “Peter.” Who said I have to give my full name, though?
“How do you spell that?”
“P-E-T-E-R. Peter.” He wrote it down, then continued.
“Age?”
“23.”
“Species?”
“Human.” I had to spell it to him.
“Magic? Powers?”
“No.”
“We’ll see about that.” Out of nowhere, he pulled up a special looking machine, or at least I assumed it was. It looked like a small box, with two wires ending in suction caps.
“Put the caps on the sides of your head.” He levitated them through the prison bars toward me. I put them on my temples on both sides of my head. The unicorn played with the box for a second before it beeped and an angry-looking red flashed from one side of it. He looked at it, dumbfounded.
“Nothing? Not even a trace?”
The guard used his levitation powers to put the pads on different places of my head, but the box still flashed red, making him snort.
“Is that a problem?” I asked him.
“Yes, no, maybe. I’ve never seen, or even heard of anything like this. Most curious.”
The pony pulled the wires back to himself with his magic, before writing something on the clipboard again.
“Diet?”
“Umm, meat, vegetables, fruit. I can’t eat grass, leaves, flowers, or anything similar. The meat must not be raw.”
After writing it all down, he stormed off to god knows where. Hopefully food would be served soon, I was getting quite hungry.

Fish and potatoes, not bad. Not bad at all. They brought it to me on a silver plate, literally, with silverware to come with it. I don’t know why these ponies had silverware, seeing as only unicorns could really use them. Maybe it was for those who actually had fingers or something alike, like talons or claws. Yeah, that had to be it.
I was just fishing a fish bone out of my mouth when someone special decided to visit. I almost felt like a circus show.
Someone’s coming. Someone powerful. I’ve been able to draw upon your strength to mask myself from normal ponies so far, but this will require all my concentration. I won’t be able to talk. Here they come.
With my fingers deep within my mouth, a regal looking pony that was actually more the size of a horse, her fur the color of ivory, and a multi-colored pastel mane flowing around here as if she were submerged in water while a breeze flew through here mare simultaneously. A regal looking crown tiara, yet simple in its design, adorned her head right above the long-ass horn that could double for other purposes I bet. One curiosity about her seemed to be that she had both horn and wings that were tucked neatly by her sides.
She also wore some adorned golden armour thing around her neck, while he hooves were covered with golden slippers. Otherwise, the undoubtedly princess-pony-horse was naked.
“Hello,” I tried to say, but instead came out as a blubber that caused spit to fall out of my mouth. At least it helped me to fish out the bone which I swiftly pulled out and threw away before standing up from my chair and wiping my hand on my dirty clothes.
“Sorry about that,” I said sheepishly while looking at her shocked expression. In just a split second, her features softened into a small motherly smile.
“That’s quite alright, Peter,” the royal pony answered gently as a feather floating in the morning breeze.
“You already know my name. Might I know yours, umm, your highness?” I sort of asked while trying to bow in courtesy.
She just put one of her slipper-adorned hooves over her mouth that widened in smile as a cute giggle bubbled in her throat. “No need for that. My name is princess Celestia, not your highness.”
I scratched my head as to where to lead the conversation next. “So, uhh, I heard you took personal interest in me. I mean, ehm, the slavery thingy I was involved in, of course. Yeah. Not me, personally, I mean. Yeah.” I could almost feel the hole being dug up under me. My cheeks were blazing hot and the royal pony seemed to try and hold back the laughter that would no doubt escape her confines sooner or later as I lead myself into a ravine.
“That’s one of the reasons, yes,” she said and dismissed her smile, leaving behind only the cold hard steel of her unrelenting eyes. “This is, I am afraid, no time for laughter. Walk with me.” With those words, the cell’s door was surrounded by brilliant golden aura before it opened.
Stepping outside, I realized that the princess was already a few meters ahead of me, so I hurried after here where I started calmly walking by her side. Now being able to see her up close, she wasn’t as big or tall as a horse. If it weren’t for her horn, we’d  be about the same height. 
“I have been aware of the slavery ring having its roots throughout Equestria, and not only that, throughout the entire world for some time now. It’s my sad regret that I haven’t been able to act on this knowledge for the lack of appropriate resources and better relationships with our neighbours. And even if I had the resources and could uproot the whole ring from Equestria, they would just seep back in from the surrounding countries.” 
There was great regret in her voice. She was taking this personally.
“That’s, um, bad. But why are you telling me this, princess?”
We walked out of the prison and into the courtyard. The princess headed toward the entrance of the palace, and so I followed. As we passed the barracks on our way there, two guards – a unicorn and a pegasus – stepped about two meters behind us, following us wherever we went. The pegasus had a spear tucked underneath his wing, while the unicorn had her sword in a scabbard tied to her back.
“Because, for reasons that elude me, it seems that you are greatly interested in them, and that they are interested in you. Isn’t it so?”
I looked around at the grand halls we entered. A great red carpet paved our way forward while on both sides we were surrounded with paintings or great windows periodically taking up the wall almost from the floor to the ceiling.
“Well, yes,” I answered honestly, not directly looking at her as it was getting pretty hard to stare into those eyes of hers. She had this motherly feeling about her, and it made my heart ache for a home far, far away. “The slavers have my little brother. I’ve been chasing after them for months now and the clues led me here. I have another clue of a shipment of someone like me down south, but your soldiers took it from me as part of the evidence.”
“I see. I’ll be sure it’s returned to you,” she said offhandedly, her brows furrowed in apparent deep concentration. She stopped dead in her tracks as did I once I realized she was no longer standing beside me.”
Looking at her, I could see some internal battle going on. It was subtle, the way she stood like a statue while her face went back to a clean, neutral slate. Quite suddenly, she looked much older as great sadness overwhelmed her features.
“You’re not from this world, are you, human?”
I stood there, looking into her eyes as she looked into mine. She knew the answer already, but I still answered, assured her in her deductions or wherever her knowledge came from.
“No, I am not. And neither is my brother.”
She sighed gently, before resuming her pacing. I quickly joined her.
“There’s someone you need to meet. It will help you understand your reason for being in this world, however insignificant it may be.”
“Reason? You know why I am here, why my brother is here?”
“Yes, but it is not for me to tell.” And with that, I knew that part of our conversation was over. It annoyed me a little, but what Dufus told me had conjured a nagging thought I had to get out. She was obviously powerful. I was about to find out to what extent that power help me.
“Princess, I’ve been meaning to ask. It’s about my brother.”
She gave me a sad smile. “Of course.”
“Can you find him? Using magic, I mean.”
She nodded a little. “It is possible. I will, of course, help you you in any way I can.”
“Why?” I couldn’t understand why someone like her, who apparently had an entire country to run, would devote her time to me.
“I am responsible, Peter, for the damage done to you. Maybe not directly, but I still am. Though I cannot undo what was done, I can try and soften the consequences,” she said while looking me at me mournfully. I had no idea what she was talking about, yet it felt like I could forgive her for about anything even if all of this were her fault.
Not finding any other words to speak, all I could do was blurt out, “Thank you, princess.”
We walked somewhere for a minute in silence. “I believe I interrupted your dinner. You would be more then welcome to sit with me and my sister this evening. I trust she has some questions herself.”
“I can’t really ask you to do that, princess, I –”
She gave me a smile, the “I know what you’re doing, I’ve played this game before, and I always win” one.
“As I remember, I was the one who asked.” There was a slight edge to her words now. She really wanted me to enjoy some royal dinner.
“Then, I guess I will have to accept. Will, umm, my friend be… joining us?”
“Astraus?”
It took me a moment for me to click that that was, in fact, Paul’s real name.
“Oooh, yes. Gryphon.”
“I’m afraid he’s preoccupied with something else.”
“Something else?”
“I was told he decided to visit the little pony you rescued. You have my thanks for rescuing her.”
“Yeah, no problem. But the way I did it is the reason why I was locked up in the first place.”
“Yes, that’s another reason why I wanted to talk with you. First, let’s have some dinner. I am getting quite hungry myself.”

	
		Chapter 27: Dinner by the moonlight



We entered through another double-door guarded by two ponies white as snow holding wooden spears with iron tips in between their arms. They stood at attention, even more so as we passed by. Their desire to please the princess was a great one.
The room behind was a dining room, and not as big as I had expected. A long, not so wide rectangular table dominated the room with chairs for fourteen people – two on each short side. There were two other doors leading out of the room excluding the one we just entered through. The table was decorated with ornate candelabras and baskets of fruit and vegetable. The entirety of it was covered by fine white cloth with intertwined gold and midnight-blue stitching on the fringes.
The hall was not as large as I had expected for such a lavish palace, yet the modest size gave it a homely feeling, especially considering the room was completed with a fireplace built into one of the walls toward which the narrow side of the table was. The other walls were filled, once again, with paintings of classical style depicting what were probably historical figures of some importance to Equestrian history.
The whole room was illuminated mostly by the large chandelier hanging from the actually quite low ceiling compared to the rest of the palace.
“Please, take a seat.” Her voice shook me out of my stupor. She was already settled at the head of the table in the left chair right in front of the fireplace. I sat to her right in the second chair of the long side, thus not sitting too far away yet maintaining respectful distance. The chair was made for larger creatures than me, so I was actually quite comfortable even if it was a bit too low to the ground. 
Without any sugarcoating, she started talking to the point.
“Murder in Equestria is mostly unheard of these days. Ponies will hear about this one way or another.”
She no longer smiled, now maintaining a neutral, tight-lipped expression that betrayed no emotion. If she ever played poker, her victory would be absolute.
“So, there has to be punishment,” I replied levelly, treading the waters of her subtext, whatever it may be she wanted.
“Is that thy desire?”
My musings were interrupted as I looked to my right to behold what I presumed was the second princess, having the same regalia except in a very dark blue, and instead of a sun on the chest piece there was a crescent moon. She herself was also dark blue, just not so much as to be almost black. Her mane was flowing in ethereal breeze too, but instead of a bunch of flowing hair in the hue of several pastel colors, she had a gaseous-like looking mane of a deep night color with stars sparkling in the unearthly depths. To be fair, she was much more captivating to the eye than her sister in this regard, but I could tell right away that she wasn’t as regal. Or rather, her regalness looked more forced while Celestia appeared natural in her pose of royalty.
“Peter, meet my sister, Luna.”
“Glad to maketh thine acquaintance at last, human,” she inclined her head toward me as she pushed out the chair she deigned worthy of her posterior.
“As is mine, princess Luna. I am Peter,” I replied curtly, perhaps even ridiculously so as I saw Celestia suppressing a toothy smile out of the corner of my eye. Her sister looked amused, too. 
“What did you mean by my desire?” I asked, trying to hide my embarrassment by changing the subject.
“To be punished,” she specified before taking the seat she chose. It was by Celestia’s left, except she sat not directly in the seat by her sister, but in the long row opposite of me. Hope against hope, I hoped she had just mistaken herself, but apparently not. Now I would have to contend with eating in front of one of the princesses with the full authority of kings and queens. To say that I was a bit apprehensive was an understatement. I was a notorious loud-chewer, and I didn’t want to offend the princess that would be affected the most by it.
“I don’t want to be, no,” I answered honestly, feeling that truth would carry me over the crooked river of this conversation the best. While seated, they were both a bit higher than me, and that made me unnerved. I mean, god, it was like being observed by two pairs of judgemental satellites. Ponies had enormous heads and eyes, but at least the princesses had the height to make up for it a little. Couldn’t imagine how with their tiny necks, though. And what was up with that amount of hair? Why was it floating, and why did the blue one’s mane looked like a starry sky? So much weight floating behind them… Had to strain their necks a lot probably.
Another, third door opened, and ponies pushing carts in front of them rolled into the room. Dinner was being served.
“Then thou shall not be amerced,” she replied strangely. What the hell was “amerced”? Was I just being pardoned? Celestia looked a bit wide-eyed at her sister, before narrowing her eyes ever so slightly. It was a subtle twitch of the eyelids, something that would go unnoticed by my sight if it weren’t for her stone-mask she adopted when we entered, which made even the slightest tremor in her facial muscles visible to my sharp eyes. 
I knew that look all too well, though in much greater an intensity. It was like an older sibling surprised at an unexpected, unwelcome act of their younger sibling, before reprimanding them  for doing the irresponsible thing. A stare I mastered while being an older brother and almost like a second father to Michael. It made my heart clench, memories bubbling to the surface of my consciousness like the air escaping a drowning man’s lungs.
“Ah shit,” I sighed silently as to not be heard. The sudden shift in my mood made me all dreary so I rubbed my eyes clean of the sudden tiredness. The road travelling was catching up to me with pain and exhaustion, even if I spent the last few days travelling by train. My body, while it had gotten used to the constant travel by foot, didn’t take too kindly to the sudden change from comfortable life to treading the line of complete exhaustion every day.
“Luna,” she said while looking at her sister all the time, a smile now upon her face but never reaching her eyes. Luna stared back at her. Both were unheeding of the plates and cutlery being put under their noses. I leaned back into the chair as much as I could to give the ponies more space to serve me, and to distance myself from the somewhat warring sisters as far as I could. After all was prepared, the servants pulled off the lid to reveal…
Fish. And it looked so much better than what I had in prison. 
Two big fishes the length of my forearms, set into a bowl of vegetables and other assorted goodies, while being served with some sauces on the side adorned the plate. The skin or fins or whatever was all crispy delicious brown with steam still coming off it wafting an alluring scent. After so long, so damn long, finally a nice meal.
The princesses both received soup first. Taking one look at the hay floating in it, I was glad to have lack thereof. Probably wouldn’t be awkward to refrain from eating it after explaining that in fact, no, I wasn’t made to eat that kind of stuff, but I still appreciated that they remembered what I had said prior in the prison.
Taking a silver knife and fork surprisingly fitting for human hands, I began cutting into the fish, and after taking small pieces of it into my mouth, I made sure to chew it thoroughly for hidden little bones. Small bastards caused me no small amount of grief in my youth, so now I was always apprehensive when eating anything fish-like. Even the supposed deboned fish fillets were causing my fear to spike just looking at the meat. Plus, eating carefully prevented me from cramming that stuff down in front of the princesses. It was just so damn delicious! The right amount of every right spice and herb made brought my tongue to undiscovered heights of pleasure.
I did try to not look so eager about the meal. I failed spectacularly as I began to draw the eyes of the princesses. I think I managed to save some face in front of them, yet it wasn’t enough, because soon their argument about whatever – I stopped listening after the first bit of fish hit my tastebuds – trailed to nothing as they watched me ravage the food with fork and knife with small smiles while eating gently from their plates.
“I take it you enjoy the meal?” she asked rhetorically as I shoved some iceberg lettuce into the hole in my face, devouring the greenery with almost barbaric gusto.
I chewed on it some before swallowing and putting on a face of pure dignity. “Yes, very much so,” I said in the ‘indeed sir’ type of voice accidentally, before getting back to some more fish while my thoughts went to happier places. I couldn’t tell what it was, but somehow I felt like it was all going to be alright. The princesses – or Celestia at least – projected that kind of aura around them. I embraced it.
The two sisters began talking about trivial things, mostly the dark one asking about Celestia’s day, some political matters. They seemed to laugh at the mention of some things that didn’t mean anything to me. They didn’t seem uncomfortable about me being around while they talked about their day. I realized that even if the both of them were rulers of what was supposedly a great country, they were some laid-back horses when in presence of no one but themselves, and I guess an alien who didn’t really know how to go about such things as being in the presence of such powerful beings. Basically, all I could do was to relax and hope I wouldn’t get trampled under the feet of giants.
As much as I wanted to, I already had had dinner in the prison, thus my plate was left with an abundance of vegetables and half a fish. I felt a bit bad about not fully partaking in their hospitality, but one smile from Celestia put me at ease.
My punishment for “murder” seemingly forgotten, Celestia directed their conversation toward the silently sitting guest, me, because their conversation of kingdomly things was probably over.
“Forgive us for not including thee in our conversation. But now that thy art with full belly and hung’r no more, prithee, telleth us something about thineself,” Luna inquired, a hungry fire showing in her eyes. No, literally, fire in the fireplace reflected in her glistening eyes.
Celestia however gave her sister an amused look. “Luna, please. Now you’re just being ridiculous.” 
To which her sister only rolled her eyes before speaking more coherently, all the while giving the alabaster pony a playful grin, “Please, tell us something about yourself?” She looked at me, staring me in the eyes, staring me down.
“Well,” I started. I was at a loss of words from the sudden attention, plus my body was still reeling from the food overdose. “I am a human, my name is Peter, and I am from a different planet. Dimension maybe. Or is it universe? But you already know that. Umm, I am 23 years old. I don’t really know what more to say. I mean, I- I- I have no idea what’s going on even though I’ve been in this world for months. This is all rather new and unexpected to me.”
The dark blue one seemed to have her interest peaked before her face scrunched up into a soft grimace as if she remembered something unpleasant. With a half lidded stare, she looked at her sister. Celestia nodded at the lunar horned pegasus with a neutral smile.
Knowing that wasn’t going to lead anywhere, I asked away to interrupt the choking silence, “Might I ask a question of my own?”
“Of course,” Celestia answered as she levitated a cup of tea with her golden magic aura.
“What exactly are you? I mean, you’re not a unicorn, or a pegasus. You’re… both.”
“Three, actually. We’re the embodiment of an earth pony, a unicorn, and a pegasus combined. We are alicorns.”
“Alicorns…” Sounded like acorns. An acorn that had wings and a horn. Pfft, now that was one hell of a mental image. “And what do you mean you’re the embodiment of earth ponies, too? Seems to me like that comes included in the unicorn and pegasus part.”
She smiled at that. “Every pony type has their special innate magical powers. Pegasi can walk on clouds, shape them, and manipulate them. Unicorns can cast active magic through their latent talent. And earth ponies have a strong connection to the earth.”
“What does that entail? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“It makes earth ponies great at many tasks involving the earth and soil. Farming, botany, herbalism, and much more. They are also more endurable and strong.”
Still seems like they got the short stick of creation.
I nodded a bit to her answer while another thought voiced itself, “Are there more, ummm, types of ponies than that? I mean, on my journey I met this rather black pony-like creature. A changeling.”
The both of them looked at me dumbfounded a little. “A changeling?” Celestia mumbled before perking up, asking me, “Where did you meet it?”
“Not that far north of Equestria’s borders, actually. It was in one of the diamond dog slavers’ nests. He died though. Along with most of the slavers. Are they that dangerous?” 
“Slightly, but not as dangerous nowadays. We have been cautious of them for some time now.”
She graciously seemed to omit the “dead” part of the changeling and the slavers it had associated itself with.
Luna stayed silent for the most part. And when she did, she spoke in a thick, almost shakespearean-english accent. Why was she talking like that, anyway? I wasn’t about to pry into their personal lives though.
The table remained silent. Celestia looked at her sister and spoke, “I believe now would be the time to explain why I invited Peter here to our table.”
Why did she wait so long to explain everything to her sister? Luna looked at me with a stony face, the only moving part being her lips as she said more than asked, “Is it to do with your student’s incident?”
Celestia nodded once again—her most prefered form of agreement it seemed. Luna sighed, closing her eyes for a second. “Then it is our duty to help thee in any way we can, human.”
I have a name, you know.
“I believe he would appreciate the subtlety of your magic, my sister.”
“Wherefore?”
“I am afraid he was transported here with his brother, whom he is searching for.”
Luna’s eyes went into small pinpricks as her wings unfolded slightly. With an alarmed expression, she whipped her head to her sister, who looked at her with a poker face of her own.
“Sister-” Luna began, but was silenced with a raised hoof.
“He’s alive as the clues Peter recovered from the slavers seem to indicate.”
The blue alicorn seemed to be at a loss of words before settling back into her chair. She tried to calm her demeanor, but still she looked a bit distressed. I suddenly got the feeling they were hiding something from me. Probably because they were. I mean, they were the rulers of a mighty country. The probably hid a lot of skeletons in their princessly closets.
“Is there a problem?” I asked cautiously, probing the cobalt princess for answers.
“No. We just thought we had put this matter to rest. But I see the past always comes back to haunt us,” she said a little defeated. Celestia set closer to her and pulled one of her great wings over her sister in comfort. I felt a bit uncomfortable at the extreme emotions flying about the room right now.
“Are you sure it’s your brother, and not some manner of creature similar to his appearance?” Luna asked after a moment. She suddenly didn’t speak pain-in-the-ass English. The earlier jab by Celestia at Luna being ridiculous now made sense. Was the moon princess mocking me the entire time?
“From what I had read and seen, the description fits my brother,” I answered with conviction.
She nodded at my words. “I see what you want me to do, sister. I shall try my best.”
Celestia continued after her sister, “Peter, my sister is a master of subtle magic. She will be able to find your brother anywhere half the world over.”
“I will need something that would serve me as a compass though, something with connection to him.”
My hopes suddenly rose up at their words. Could it be that this was it? No more lost groping around in the dark, trying to find something, anything to go on with.
“Could it be my blood? We’re both humans, and brothers. We share a bond,” I said quickly, searching for something.
Luna stared silently into the table for a second too long, and it took Celestia’s forehoof patting her sister’s back gently for her to answer. She looked at her sister longingly, before looking back at me with the words, “Sadly, blood does not work.”
	Shit. Shit, shit shit.
“Is there nothing else? Something that belonged to your brother?”
“I don’t-”
My mouth hung open as a memory dragged itself screaming at kicking into the forefront of my mind.
A fluttering feeling settled within my heart and tears once again threatened to escape their confines within my eyes. Something glittered in the moonlight on the ground near me. I kneeled down to get a better look at it. It was a button of the pajamas my little brother was wearing when he was taken.
With utmost care I clutched it in my hands. It was just a button, but it was also the only thing connecting me to my brother right now. A lonely tear rolled down my face.
“Brother...”
“Jesus. Fucking. Christ,” I whispered stupefied, though probably audibly enough for them to hear. I rose from my chair as I clutched my head with both of my hands.
“H-how could I have forgotten about the button?” I pulled at my hair.
“Peter?” Celestia asked concerned as she approached me.
I turned toward both of them. “A button. From my brother’s pajamas. The- they were his favorite. He always wore them whenever he could. They were his favorite,” I said, the last words coming out as a choking sound. “He always wore them, always so happy.”
Luna walked to stand beside her sister. She spoke, “If he had such attachment to it, he could be traced. Do you have it?”
The one button, the one real thing I could grasp that was my brother’s. The button that I had pocketed into my bathrobe to be forgotten. The bathrobe that I had left in Jack’s cottage.
“No, I left it back at the village where I landed,” I replied, utterly defeated. It would take so long to get back there. God knows if Jack hadn’t thrown it out already.
Luna looked at Celestia, who soon walked out of the dining room. Luna approached me to where I sat on my legs on the ground, and sat beside me. She draped one of her magnificent feathered wings over me.
“Worry not, Peter. We shall send thee with an air carriage and guards to retrieve it. Thou shalt know the whereabouts of thine brother soon enough,” she told me soothingly, back to her horrible form of speech.
“You would do that?” I looked at her, asking.
“It is the least we can do for you.”
“Why? Why do you both do this? Why do you feel responsible if you told me you weren’t?”
“We are not, indeed. Not directly. But it was Celestia’s student’s folly that brought you this pain.”
“Student? What? How?”
“Celestia’s student, Twilight Sparkle. Celestia’s protége, and a unicorn of great power. I believe it is my sister’s desire for Twilight to explain herself fully, but I think it best for you to know beforehand.”
I stared at her. It was all getting a bit out of my league.
She rose to walk about the room as she seemed to weigh her words carefully. “Twilight dabbled in magic that was dangerous. She was always an overachiever, always curious. This led to many pains, yet yours is by far the greatest. She somehow was able to get her hooves on magic that’s far too advanced even for us. Being her curious self, she saw unlimited potential for studies, so Twilight was somehow able to reach beyond the void of creation, and the spell targeted and pulled you and your brother through.”
My thoughts came to a halting end as Luna explained my very reason for being here just in a little over two sentences. “What?”
“I am afraid it was nary but her curiosity that brought you and your brother here. A dangerous, innocent curiosity, with consequences far exceeded her expectations.”
That… that was it? No destiny, no gods, no higher purpose nor the joke of fate? Nothing but the curiosity of one unicorn that went far above her head? One unicorn’s curiosity that might have cost me everything. One dindly dandly fuckity goddamn spell to shatter my life. One…
It was as if someone doused me in gasoline and lit me on fire. It was sudden, overwhelming, unexpected. The hatred burned through me with the power of a thousand suns.
I stared into nothingness, quiet at first, but soon overwhelmingly loud screech rose in my throat. I screamed incoherently as I rose up, utter fury irrationally driving my every thought. “What?! What?!” I yelled, slamming my hands onto the table. I couldn’t even feel the pain through the rage. I couldn’t see the princess giving me a dark, yet sympathetic look as I rampaged about the room.
Grasping one of the many candelabrum, I swung it above my head at a chair to my right, imagining it was that damned unicorn, whatever the hell she looked like. I swung, unheeding of the bits of candles flying around, that the brass thing began to bend and eventually even that it shattered. Throwing away the useless piece of shit, I grabbed at the chair, swinging it across the room. It shattered against one of the walls. I didn’t even notice the guards that rushed in, only for the princess to evict them out. 
I shattered three more chairs before my rage subsided, my limbs going numb. Suddenly, I was so tired. Uncharacteristically so, even. The supernatural strength, and even my regular strength left me. I could only dread later what that meant, but now was not the time.
I breathed heavily as I lay on the table, a crumbled mess of sweat and rugged breathes.
“Art thou done in thy tantrum?” The princess broke the eerie silence of the room.
I didn’t answer

After my justified tantrum of rage, Luna told me to get some rest and that I would be leaving in the morning, then I was escorted by the guards outside to a lavish room. Two grand double-windows with drapes by the side streamed the fading day’s light into the room. Even now though, the chamberlain’s hanging about the grand room were shining with golden light emitted by magical crystals.
There was a huge, lavish king-sized bed for two, there were even those huge pillow-like seats, bean something I think they were called. A fireplace, a table with five seats, a bathroom with huge bathtub and other necessities separated by door from the main room. There was even a small library with books in the corner.
Whew, that took so much effort. Keeping myself hidden and keeping that translator up, no simple task. You might feel… “thirsty” soon.
So that was the reason at the sudden lack of strength. Alas, the supernatural power-boost was always permanent, and it slowly dwindled as time went on, until in a sudden drop of energy I was left an exhausted mess. That Dufus probably used my power to hide from the princesses only accelerated the natural entropy of it. I was, indeed, getting thirsty. A thirst no amount of water could quench.
I immediately headed toward the bathroom to give myself some nice, hot, steamy bath to put my mind off things. These ponies had plumbing somehow, yet they used wooden spears with basic iron or steel tips. I didn’t get it. I didn’t particularly care.
So I was right. It was a teleportation spell that brought you here, more or less.
The whole bathroom lit up in warm light of crystals lining the walls in their protective sockets. The walls were practically nothing but huge mirrors except for the occasional crystal, and I couldn’t help but stare at myself as I undressed from the leather cloths. Why didn’t I have some nice cloth shirts made at least? Ah, that’s right, even with the huge backpack, there was only so much space, and leather kept the warmth in and the cold out better, plus it was durable and wouldn’t tear so easily. It lacked that special comfort, though.
I looked at myself in the mirror.
Yeah, I lost fat alright, even gained some muscles, my iron legs being the proof of that, but I have also become thin to the point of it giving me a sickly visage—sunken face, ribs showing, lanky frame overall. I looked as I felt—like a goddamned wreck.
The tub itself was almost like a small pool, set into the ground, the edges barely raising a few centimeters from the shallow grated channel it was surrounded by so the water splashing out wouldn’t flood the rest of the bathroom.
Once the water was reaching to the edge and was at the bearable maximum temperature I could handle, I eased my aching body in. My hands were in even more pain now, and I could see bruises forming where I struck against the table. I was lucky, looking back at the scene now, that the pieces of flying candelabrum didn’t cause me any injuries.
I wonder who this Twilight Sparkle is. She seems to be quite powerful.
“Can we not talk about the damned unicorn?” I spat out. The bathtub was deep as it was wide, and I could feel my lower half of the body beginning to float upward a bit. It was made for large horses, not gaunt humans.
You know, it wasn’t probably the wisest thing to have a tantrum in front of one of those princesses. You’re lucky Luna didn’t have you locked up right there and then.
There was a row of soaps of different colors, all in the form of square bars. Then there was another row of small bowls full with differently colored crystals. Bath salts.
Should’ve put some in here before I got in. No matter now.
Peter…
“Please, give me this moment of silence,” I pleaded to my own reflection in the water.
I stretched myself to my full height in the water, yet still couldn’t reach the other end of the bathtub with my legs. I let myself fully float, enjoying the warmth and gurgling of water in my ears, caressing my broken body, my scraggly hair. I had to get some haircut finally. My beard was also getting annoying again, always dirty with the dirt of the road, always itching in the most annoying way possible. I didn’t have my knife, though, so all I could was clean it for know.
I spent probably two hours in there, re-filling the tub with hot water every ten minutes or so. It was a waste, considering the largeness of it, but I couldn’t particularly care. The nature could take it.
The mirrors weren’t actually walls, as I discovered while searching for something to dry myself with. They were closets filled with towels of extreme sizes, from the smallest being merely larger than my palm, with the largest being so big it had its own closet.
Before drying myself, though, I got the bright idea to wash my clothes in the tub. I even used some of the soap do to it, though it would probably shorten the lifespan of the cured leather. I didn’t care. We still had a lot of money from raiding the slaver den. If the ponies hadn’t confiscated it, that is. They wouldn’t do that, would they? No, don’t be ridiculous Peter, the can’t know where it came from. Hopefully not. 
After having it dry on a rack by the bathtub, I walked into the main chamber with one of the excessively larger towels wrapped around me like a toga. 
Leaving the exhausting day behind, I clambered onto the bed before falling face first into the huge white pillow. I just sorta untugged the toga, using it as a provisional blanket instead of the soft sheets below me. It was dark outside already, so I didn't even bother to pull the drapes over them. There were, however, the two chamberlains still shining at the room’s ceiling.
“How do I turn the fucking lights off?” I mumbled into the pillow, my mood sour that I would have to get up and clamber all around the room since I didn’t see any visible switches when I looked from the bed. And I could see every nook and cranny from my bed.
See the pairs of ceramic plates around the rooms with this small wooden stick by them? My guess is there are enchantments that recognize the specific pitch and sound the rapping of the wooden sticks upon the plate produces, probably linked to the power circuit of the crystals, turning the lights off or on. There’s one pair right beside the bed, to you right. Try rapping on it one of them.
I turned right to see that right by the bed on the wall was one pair of ceramic plates, with a small holder beside it for the specifically shaped wooden stick, which was also connected to the holder by a thin silver chain, the length of my middle finger. Which I envisioned it as such when I took it and rapped it against the lower plate until the light dimmed gradually into complete darkness.
“What a bother, why not just a simple switch?”
Probably to make the enchantment compact. This way it’s just concentrated by the chandeliers, instead of it having to lead across the whole ceiling and wall to just one simple switch. Plus I sense more enhancements than this one around the room. Could be they needed space for those.
I sighed as I settled under the towel, wrapping it around me like a cocoon. It wasn’t wet at all, I used different towels for that, so it was quite soft and warm.
“You think Paul’s okay?”
I believe so.
“Why did he even go visit that pony though?” I whispered into the eerie darkness that was so softly shaken with the voice from beyond my head.
Maybe he had nothing else to do? You were in that prison for a while, and then the meeting with the princesses, your excessive bath time...
As he mentioned that, I just realized something. Something that didn’t really cross my mind for some reason before.
“You see everything, right?”
Everything you see, I see, if I choose to see it.
“So… whenever I am naked…”
Yes. I still don’t know why you’re so fixated on the whole hiding thing. I can understand the need of clothes because of your lack of fur, but I can’t wrap my head around the concept of modesty you have. Now, if two or more were publicly having a ro-
“Alright, I don’t need to hear more of that. It’s just how was raised up, you know? Society standards and all that. I can see why no one thinks too much about it nakedness here since you can just see everyone’s everything all the time. I mean, when ponies wear clothes, it really seems only to be a fashion statement, since their butts are still usually bare for the world to see.” I sighed. “Nevermind that, let me get some sleep. Goodnight, Dufus.”
Goodnight, Peter. Sweet dreams.

	
		Chapter 28: Where it all started



When I woke up, I had a splitting headache.
“Not even one night, Dufus?!” I yelled into the pillow drenched in either sweat or drool, or both. “Give me a –”
And then they came. They were foggy as if I was seeing things through a shower curtain. Memories of a dream where I did something… some castles and besieging. My head hurt at the thoughts, but it was something.
“I… I think I remember a bit. We were in a landscape, and you just… assaulted me somehow without really hitting me. Ugh, can’t remember much, but I think it’s starting to work.”
Glad to hear that. I was beginning to lose hope that I’d ever be able to get something through that thick skull of yours.
“Shut up, man. Not like I don’t remember on purpose.”
Right. Seems like the more we do this, the more you should start remembering every time we exit your dreams.
“What time is it anyway?”
There should be a clock somewhere. I mean, what normal, much less royal, abode doesn’t have a clock?
“This one apparently,” I said as I threw my legs off the massive bed. “I don’t hear any ticking.” I looked around the room and I couldn’t see anything resembling a clock. “Come to think of it, anyplace I’ve ever been to had no clocks. By your reaction, they exist, but apparently are all invisible.”
Strange. Stupid, actually. If a diplomat is housed in one of these rooms and is asked to show up somewhere at a specific time, how would he know when to go if there are no clocks in the room?
“Exactly.”
The alarming lack of clocks was washed away by cold water applied directly to the forehead. “Man, I am drenched in sweat. I probably burned a shit ton of calories during the mental training without moving a finger.”
Possibly. You reek. Take a shower.
“I know I reek, I can smell it… which is why you know that I reek,” I sighed as I stepped into the huge bathtub and waited an eternity until it filled up adequately enough so that I could wash myself. I enjoyed the bathtub at first, but I really wanted just a quick shower now. There was no time to dally around and God knew how much time I actually had. It was already sunny out, so morning definitely, which is when I was supposed to be leaving for Jack’s.
Apparently not since no one came for me.
Getting out and dressing myself into spare clothes while I put the still a bit damp ones back into the backpack, I checked on my gear to confirm that no maid or other shady characters got into my room at night and spared me some load on my back.
Everything being fine except for the lack of weapons, I left the room behind in all its royal glory.
“Excuse me,” I approached one of the guards standing in the hallway like a white statue draped in useless gold regalia. Yes, regalia, that shit couldn’t be considered armour. “I was supposed to be going out in some carriage or something, know anything about that?”
He spared me a glance before answering in monotone, “No.”
“Great, you’ve been a real help. At least tell me where to go to get to the royal room or something,” I quipped sarcastically. I just didn’t have the patience for this. He pointed down a hall. “Thanks,” I replied as I went the way he pointed. 
Once we reached an intersection with no guards in sight, I just moved down the hallway in a random direction, hoping to come up on a princess or someone again in the know how of this damn maze.
Maybe you should’ve waited in your room.
“Maybe I would’ve waited for all eternity. Now stop whining and help me find a way out of this god damned place. Who even needs this much space anyway? What’s the point,” I whispered as to not be heard and considered crazy by the stoic guards standing haphazardly all over the place. I could, of course, just think the thoughts, but it was so much better speaking it all out loud; actually made me feel like I was having a real conversation instead of slowly feeling like going coco in the loco.
Shouldn’t we get Paul first, though?
I stopped. Paul… didn’t even cross my mind to be honest.
“Am I a bad friend, Dufus?”
To me, yes.
“I didn’t mean you.”
Thanks. Appreciate the concern.
“Shut up, Dufus.”
“You know, one thing bugs me about this whole ordeal,” I said as we turned yet another hallway. Were we going in circles? One would think we would be intercepted already by… anyone basically. Yet the halls seemed empty, devoid of life except for the guards who seemed purposefully unhelpful.
What?
Just a sec.
“Heya there, sir,” I approached another guard. “Can you please point me toward the throne room or general whereabouts of any of the princesses?”
He shot out a hoof down the way we came from.
“Oh, right. Look, there’s like an intersection in an intersection down that way. Can you give me any specifics on where to go exactly?”
The sod just rolled his eyes – the greatest emotional response I got from these guys yet – before answering, “Just ask another guard.”
“Right,” I hissed through closed teeth before marching back from whence we came. This place was starting to piss me off, but apparently Dufus was having a great time.
Delicious anger, mmm.
“I swear to God, Dufus.” I left the threat hanging in the air as I got into yet another intersection. There were no guards in sight.
…
“Ffffff-”
Apparently screaming a profanity was the right thing to do since a dozen ponies came crashing down on me, some concerned for my well-being while some just looked disgusted probably because their innocent ears were subject to the great word that summed up my entire stay on this planet so far.
After calming down, I was so kindly escorted to some room by one maid or something similar. It wore an apron, I couldn’t really tell what its job was even after looking at the, bleh, cutie mark.
What was it you wanted to talk about?
Now that we were alone, Dufus seemed to want to continue our conversation.
“I mean, isn’t the whole slavers thing just strange?”
What do you mean?
“Well, they must be incredibly wealthy to have their claws in… everywhere. Yet I don’t really see where they would even sell these slaves to.”
I can think of some. Experimentations magical or natural, necromancy, forced labor, bed companion. Just a few.
“Yes, yes, alright. But why even have slaver groups in places like Equestria or Gryphonia? Griffins don’t have slaves as far as I know, yet they seemed to be freaking everywhere in there. Equestria? Canterlot probably isn’t the only hub of slavery in this country, probably the den we caught wasn’t the only den in the city. Why pour so many resources into a country without a slave business? And I mean, a few necromancers or whatever wouldn’t be enough for the slavers to be making a profit by kidnapping people in their homeland or hauling some slave assess half the world over.”
There’s plenty of Diamond Dogs in the Griffon kingdom to warrant a few slaver dens there. Equestria might just be used for catching profitable unicorns or pegasi, and as a transit point. You’re overthinking this.
“Still seems like too much effort just for a few slaves for some diamond dogs and nefarious sorcerers. They risk exposing their whole inner circle by settling into big cities.” 
Peter.
“I would understand if they were like in some small towns or something. But large cities?”
Peter!
“No, there’s some other shit going on, we just don’t know about it because it hasn’t hit the fan yet.”
Dammit! Look to your left!
I looked and there, in her morning glory, stood the radiant princess herself. I froze, and words escaped me before I could consider them, “I like talking to myself; it makes it easier to express my thoughts, order them, and figure them out. It’s great, you should try it sometime,” I said and mentally applauded myself for coming up with such a smooth answer.
Celestia just blinked at me before slowly nodding and putting a smile on her face, “Good morning to you, too.”
My face flushed as I reprimanded myself for addressing her like a common peasant, “Oh, right. Excuse me, your majesty. And a good morning to you, too,” I stood up and answered with a little bow.
“That’s unnecessary, Peter,” she laughed lightly as she took a seat in one of the more plush seats. I myself prefered something I wouldn’t drown in, so I took one of the more simple chairs obviously designed for bipeds, though the ergonomy of it left much to be desired.
I smiled at her in reply as I reclined into the chair. This made her frown suddenly, and a jab of fear jolted me right back upright. It was only brief, though, before she was back to her projected happy look.
“I haven’t noticed your bracelet before.”
	Oh no.
I instinctively grabbed onto it with my other hand.
“Uhh, it’s quite nice, I guess,” I said, trying not to show my nervousness. I doubted she hadn’t noticed however.
“Hmm, I sense it’s enchanted. Quite powerful magic in fact,” she mused as she observed the wooden-like jewelry I held now. Then she said the words I feared, “May I?”
Really, what was there to do but comply. Denying her the pleasure of groping Dufus would be just suspicious. I had to come up with something quick, and it had to be believable. As I pulled Dufus off my arm, and let her take it with her magic, I tried to placate her sense of curiosity by speaking, “It is enchanted. I actually found it back in Griffonia using my magic-finding amulet. It was gathering dust on some shelves in a back-alley shop, and imagine my surprise when I found out that the bracelet is –”
She frowned slightly at me, perhaps even puzzled a bit. Then I realized that she couldn’t understand me, and neither could I her now. I completely forgot how much Dufus was doing for me by this point.
A shadow of a surprise suddenly masked her face as she looked at it, now studying it with her hooves. That shadow was swiftly smothered as her face leveled out into a neutral expression.
She neighed something in her horse language before walking off away with Dufus. 
Shit, hope he’s gonna get out of this alright.
It felt like hours, probably because it was a few hours in the small room. I munched on the refreshments as I watched the shadows move across the walls. Sometimes I left to take care of my business, always escorted by a pair of guards. Something was going on, I just didn’t know what.
It was perhaps early afternoon when the princess came back in, her face set in stone as she slowly levitated Dufus back to me. She watched as I slipped the bracelet back on.
Dufus?
I am here.
What happened?
Later.
“My deepest apologies for taking so long. It took some time to catch up with an old friend,” she said as her stony exterior broke in a slight smile.
“Old friend?”
“Yes, ‘Dufus’ as you like to call him, though I do not know why. His name is Clover the Clever, and played a major part in Equestria’s beginnings. You should feel incredibly lucky to have him by your side” she continued, levitating a cup of tea to her lips.
“Equestria’s beginnings?”
“It’s not for me to say. If you wish to know more about your companion, you should take greater interest in him. Now, to the matters at hoof,” she said and dismissed the lone maid that came to renew the refreshment table.
“The carriage is finally prepared for departure at the barracks, and your friend Paul is waiting for you there. The guards outside will escort you to the platform.” Celestia poured herself another cup. She seemed a bit distressed, likely not bothering to hide it completely in my sole presence.
“Well, then if I may be excused,” I said politely as I stood up and threw my backpack on. I also bowed to her a bit for good measure. She gave me a bit larger smile in return, nodding her head as she did so. However, as I was leaving she spoke again, “Though if I may suggest, go to Twincrag alone.”
“Twincrag?” I turned around, asking.
“Paul’s home.”
“Ah. And by alone you mean without Paul, right?”
She nodded.
“Why?”
She looked away, solemn if I was reading her expression right, before she smiled again. “Seems like your friend has found more than he bargained for in his hospital visits. It would be a shame should it be broken via separation.” Not once did she look at me again as she spoke.
Not sure of what I was supposed to do, I did what I did best in situations like these. I turned my back on her and walked away.
Outside were indeed guards, different than those who made me company the past few hours, who gave me all my weapons and other assorted things back, and soon took me outside to the large open space around the barracks. There, on the yard, stood a rather large carriage with four pegasi guards hitched up to to it via reins, ropes, and two rods.
Besides them also stood my friend whom I haven’t seen in what felt like forever and who looked rather nervous.
“What’s up, Paul?”
He brightened up a bit as he saw me leave the shadowed corridors of the mighty palace castle. The guards stayed behind, leaving me alone to traverse the space between me and the air carriage.
“Uhh, not much, you?” he asked, fidgeting in place.
Looking at him, I felt some concern well up within me. “You okay there, Paul?”
“Yeah, fine, totally. I just, you know, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go,” the last few words withered into silence, but I still managed to catch them.
“What? Why? Your family must be dying to see you. And you basically keep saying how you miss them all the time, too. So what’s the problem?”
“I- I just can’t face them, not after what I did?”
Rubbing my right hand across my face, I just looked at him, exasperated. “And you think they’re going to do what? Yes, maybe a harsh word or two will be said, but in the end they’ll just be so glad to see you again, man.”
“I guess,” he mumbled as he hung his head low. “Still.”
“There’s no still, Paul. You’re coming, even if I have to drag your ass inside the carriage and restrain you the whole way back to… umm, Twinkeg?”
“Twincrag,” he mumbled again.
“Yeah, sure. So, make it easier for me, please, and just get in.”
“You know, I don’t- there’s still this… thing.”
Alright, I’ll admit, I was getting a little bit pissed off. The sooner we took off, the sooner we could find what we were looking for, the sooner we could be in pursuit of my brother again. Understandably, then, I was getting frustrated.
“What ‘thing’?”
“The… thing. Thing at the hospital, thing,” he said, throwing a thumb behind himself in the direction I presumed the hospital was in.
“What are you talking about, Paul?”
I was losing it.
This is getting funnier and funnier. I am having a positively jolly time up here.
“Shut up, Dufus!” I yelled  somewhere to my right, into the open space where I visualized Dufus to be laughing on the ground at my building frustration.
“I don’t know, Peter.”
I threw my arms into the air. I didn’t have the nerves to be convincing him he was making a big mistake. He was almost an adult, he could make his own decisions.
“Fine. Fine! You sure, Paul? Absolutely positive? This might be the last chance in a long time for you to see them again.”
“I-I am… I can’t. I just can’t after how I ran away. Please, just… tell them I miss them. And that I am alright.”
I looked at Paul who was uncertain as one could be about the decision he made. I stared at him a little longer, giving him the chance to rethink his course of actions. He didn’t, and neither did I.
I turned to the carriage, climbed its red and gold stairs to seat myself into the cabin's plush seats.
“Let’s go,” I told the pegasi guards hitched up to the carriage with harnesses. With a flurry of beating wings, we rose and I clasped the railings to my right. I watched through the closed door’s small window at Paul, who quickly became smaller and smaller as we rose higher. When enough altitude was achieved, we shot forward at great speed, toward the place where it all started.

	
		Chapter 29: Consequences



The village lay in ruin, its charred remnants long cold and silent.
“No,” I mouthed quietly as I beheld what was once the place of my salvation, now but the shadows of its past. “This can’t be happening,” I whispered as we circled above the dead carcass below. A surreal feeling overtook me, as if I suddenly entered a dream, like I was an observer out of my body.
“Is this it?”
“This should be it.”
The guards at the helm were debating among themselves what to do in the light of this discovery. I wasn’t listening, though. My mind was far gone in places beyond perceptiveness. There was but the village, its past and present forms intertwining in one before my eyes.
“What happened here?” 
Nothing answered me, not even Dufus.
We suddenly veered off to the right, quickly descending away from the village.
“Wait,” I said, not putting the effort into the command. I clambered through the carriage to the other side so the village upon two mountain faces would still be in my sight. “What are you doing? Go back!” I yelled at the guards, finally finding my voice.
“Sorry sir, but there’s a gryphon encampment not far away. There are already a few armed gryphons flying our way.”
“Fuck them! Fuck the encampment! Get back to the village, now!” I screamed at them as the village became obstructed by the mountains it so nestled in, and soon by trees as we landed in a clearing despite my command.
“Can’t do that, sir,” was the only answer.
I was still looking up into the mountains when a knock came from the small door on the other side of the carriage. Looking away, I quickly grabbed my gear, and hefted my mace, as I came to the door to open it.
Outside stood three gryphon guards, all dressed up in brown leather armour with pauldrons of long white fur. They wore metal caps reminiscent of nords. There was an emblem of an axe and a wing crossed in an ‘X’, encircled by a thorny vine engraved on their caps and sewn into their chest armour.
Stepping outside, they saluted me for some reason, maybe thinking I was an official of Celestia’s court or something. I didn’t question it, at least I wasn’t held in contempt.
“Welcome to the Amberguard outpost, sir. Please state the nature of your business,” one of the guards said. They all stopped saluting, instead standing proud and tall.
“Visiting an old friend in Twincrag,” I said softly, the ungodly image still burned inside my mind.
The guards immediately slumped a bit.
“I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” the guard who spoke previously answered.
“I am sure you are,” I said more harshly than I wanted. The gryphon – a gryphoness actually now that I looked closer – flinched at my tone.
Massaging my temples from all the pressure this whole surreal situation put on me, I asked the most important question, “What happened here? Did… did anyone survive? Just… fucking dammit,” I tapered off into silent cursing, pulling at my hair while she tried to get a word in. What would’ve Paul done if he had gone with me and saw all of this…
Then it clicked.
“She knew. She fucking knew.”
Someone asked something, but I was too lost in thought as I spotted it. Row upon row of stone piles stood in uniform silence not far away. There was always a patch of disturbed ground in front of each stone pile. It was a graveyard if I had ever seen one. And with what Celestia had said, and with what I had seen, I knew the truth. It all came crashing down. The dream-like feeling was shattered, scattered into the hurricane of reality.
I couldn’t handle the truth.
I heard only “none”, or perhaps “no one”, I immediately forgot, but the confirmation was there.
Walking over slowly, no one even trying to stop me, I dropped to my knees at one grave. It was unnamed, just like the others, and a small flower grew from the cracks between stones. Buried in an unnamed grave, what a fate for someone as good as Jack and his family.
My voice broke the silence after what seemed like an eternity.
“They were the most amazing people I’ve ever met, and they weren’t even human. I wasn’t even a gryphon,” I reached my hand over to the pile of stones that marked the disturbed ground where grass barely started growing in back. I grabbed it shakingly, hefting it in my hand almost precariously, as if the stone was sacred. For all I knew, it probably was for the military gryphons who prided themselves in conflict. Lose a limb in war, you were a hero. Lose a life, you had to be a saint.
I raised the stone above my head, and brought it down against the lone flower, my strikes punctuated with terrible screams of pain and rage, “God. Fucking. Dammit!”
I tossed the stone away and heaved for breath, looking at the flower now smothered into pieces against the grave’s foundation. With a trembling hand, I caressed the stones and words came unbidden to my voice.
“They helped me. They saved me. No, they did so much more than that,” I said my thoughts out loud, knowing there were people around me, listening. Knowing that their legacy would not be forgotten, but remembered forever as a story gryphons would tell their children before bed. Because I was going to make them remember, because I was the the one they unleashed upon those responsible for this travesty, and by God would I bring righteous fire of death upon them even if I had to wipe this entire forest out of the fucking universe!
I stood up, knowing what I had to do. For them, for Paul, for myself, for others that have or would share their fate.
	What-
The button would’ve melted in the heat. It’s gone. They’re gone. And soon many others will be gone as well.
I don’t think-
	And you’re going to help me with this, Dufus, or I swear to God I will bury you in the middle of a fucking desert.
…
Fine.

Of course it was the Diamond Dogs. Who else, right?
“Everything points to a well thought out  plan. There’s too much of a pattern in the holes. They surfaced  here, here, and here, where the ground was soft enough for them to dig throught. They set all the houses on fire at approximately the same time, waited for the surviving gryphons to get out, then hunted them down. Those who surrendered were herded into the square and slaughtered.”
“Someone must have gotten out though. Gryphons have wings, why not just take off? Even with bows and crossbows, they couldn’t have hunted everyone down, no?” I asked, looking at the map laid out on table with marked locations of importance.
“The strange blasts over the entire area suggest they had magic users with them.”
“How many?”
“Enough to blast the entire village into ashes.”
I looked hard at the locations of different houses. “They’re spaced apart a lot. They must’ve had a lot of dogs and magic users in that case.”
“An army for sure,” the commanding officer of this small outpost confirmed with a firm nod.
“Then why such a small outpost if there’s an entire army marching out there?”
“We have to find them first, of course. We can’t very well keep and feed an entire army for Maker knows how long while they systematically launch attacks at us almost every night. It’s easier to defend a small area such as this outpost.”
“Maybe, but what if they come in great force? Would it even matter then?”
“That won’t happen, not since we’ve got unicorns of our own protecting this whole place. On top of that, there’s a sizable force of troops stationed not far from here in one of the bigger cities, just waiting for a sign to attack. Even if they couldn’t defeat them, the dogs would still suffer large losses. They can’t afford that as much as we can’t afford to keep an army here.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “But you haven’t been able to capture a single diamond dog during these night raids?”
She shook her head. “That’s not a problem. But someone keeps these dogs on short leash, making sure that the captured never talk. One would have to be a hell of a leader to be able to do that with a species of such a fickle loyalty. If the army marches out right under our beaks, then we might have a serious problem on our talons further down the road. They’ve already destroyed two villages.”
“Troubling,” I said, scratching at my growing stubble. “Guess I’ll look for them myself then.” I circled around the round table to get closer to the exit.
She frowned at that, “Why? You’re an Equestrian dignitary, why would you even care?”
I gave her a rueful smile. “I never mentioned I was an Equestrian dignitary. I mean, I am not even a pony.”
“You’re not an official? Then who are you? And why did my soldiers say-” she was suddenly on guard, holding me in suspicion. But I interrupted her before she could accuse me of one thing or another.
“I am a friend, and I will help you to destroy this army, and that’s all that should matter. I lost someone dear to me here, and I will do my utmost to avenge him. Would you deny me that?”
“I am sorry, but this is an official military matter, I can’t just have civilians loitering-”
“Fine,” I said as I raised my hands in a placating gesture, “I don’t need your cooperation. I can do this myself.” I turned around and left.
I don’t think that was wise. You can’t go against an entire army!
I sighed once outside, the pony guards waiting there for me. I won’t. We just need to kill this apparently incredible leader, then the whole army should crumble. Shouldn’t be so hard if we’re alone. 
It will still be very hard.
But not impossible.
“You can go home,” I told the guards. “I will be staying for longer than I thought. Come back in seven days.”
They looked a bit unsure, but nodded and went on about their business as I quickly made my way out of the encampment.

The fire gobbled the dry wood joyfully. Seeing my success, I put the fire-starting kit away into the depths of my backpack. Taking Jack’s knife, I began to process the dead rabbit for dinner while I took a swing from a special kind of bottle I had picked up some time ago when money came to my hands, and stashed it away to not be found until the right moment. What had transpired so far made me want to have twenty such bottles. 
Reconsidering this mad idea is off the table, I would wager?
“Right,” I said, digging into the skin carefully as to not harm anything on the inside lest the meat be ruined by some unsavory secretions from damaged viscus.
This is suicide.
I sighed. “Not if we do this smartly.”
There’s no “smart” in this. It’s plain suicide. Just get up and walk away. Let the gryphon army do their job.
“I can’t just walk away!” I hissed as I beheaded the rabbit, and blood splattered my face. “What would I even tell Paul.”
You can, and you should. You would say his family is alright and misses him, and you would move on. 
“I will not walk away from this! And I will not lie to Paul about this! He deserves to know the truth,” I said as I ripped the fur away from the muscle bit by bit.  
Peter, just listen to yourself. Your judgement is clouded by thoughts of vengeance. It will bring you to ruin.
“You said you would help me. So, help me, because you don’t have a choice. I am doing this with or without you.”
Dufus snorted. I could practically feel the scowl. I don’t think I’ll be of help. They have Maker know how many sorcerers. You know how powerless you are against magic.
“But you’re not. Can’t you just… do something?”
No, not really. If they touch me with their aura I can send them to oblivion, maybe, or if a spell connects with the bracelet, I can dispel it, but that’s about the extent of my abilities in my current predicament.
“Unless I let you in, I know that old song,” I smiled ruefully as I continued to prepare the rabbit. My stomach was already growling, and a thirst nagged at the back of my mind that wouldn’t be quenched with any amount of water.
Oh, yes, because I am the bad demon with ulterior, nefarious plans to capture your soul and torment you for eternity. You let me in before, and everything ended up just fine.
“Maybe you’re just trying to lull me into false sense of security for all I know.”
Peter, I assure you, I have only your best interests in mind. After all, I am trying to talk you out of this madness for Maker’s sake!
I stabbed into the skin with renewed anger. Then I stabbed it again, and, punching the ground near the dead carcass, I rose up on my trembling legs. I let out a roar of frustration, not caring who would hear. I had to lean against a nearby tree to which I stumbled, as all strength and will slowly trickled away from my mind.
“I just… I don’t know what to do,” I sighed, caressing the rough dark bark. “I'm so confused, Dufus. I don’t know what to do.”
Sliding  with my back down the tree until I sat on the ground, leaning heavily into the chaffing bark, I banged my head against the hardwood. “I am just a fucking guy, not some genius who knows what to do at the right time. This whole stupid world and adventure bullshit is so above my head. It’s so surreal, I mean holy hell, I am sitting here talking to some spirit inside my head while wearing medieval armour and carrying medieval weapons. How did this happen. I don’t want to die, man.”
Please, don’t have an existential crisis. Not now. Not again.
“You always know how to cheer me up,” I breathed heavily into the cold night. It was getting colder all the time. Soon winter would be making this hell of a journey even worse. 
“Would you, though?”
What?
“Let me go again? Do you even need my goddamn permission?”
What do you mean?
“I mean that my mental defenses are zilch. You’re kicking my ass inside my own mind every night. Why do would you even need my permission if you’ve already wormed yourself inside so far that you are teaching me how to defend myself inside my own mind and beating me each and every time? You’re already in, aren’t you.”
Some things can only be done with consent.
“Yeah, sure. I am already fucked though, ain’t I?”
What are you even blabbering about? You don’t know what you’re saying anymore. You’re tired, frustrated, confused, and drunk. Get some sleep before you say something you might regret.
I snorted at that with a mocking laugh, “Maybe you’re right.”
And so it was, as I roasted the rabbit and ate it with some herbs, that I went to sleep with troubled thoughts. There was no training that night, only the dream world set within the despondent ruins of a once beautiful village filled with life and ghosts of gryphons who introduced me to this world of suffering.

I woke up, and everything was once again crystal clear in my mind. Once again walking over to the graves, searching each and every one for at least some sign or writing that would indicate the graves I was looking for, alas they were all truly unmarked.
“I won’t let this go unpunished, Jack. I swear,” I said, saluting amateurishly to the graves, and went back to my temporary camp, a plan already hatching in my mind.
You can’t be serious. This is madness. You have no idea what you’re doing.
“It’ll work, and it’ll resolve me feeling like shit.”
Getting deliberately ambushed rarely works.
“Well, maybe. Hopefully I’ll find them first though.”
Yes, because you’ll be more successful than dozens of gryphons with eagle eyes seeing every little thing that moves from hundreds of meters away.
“You have a point of course. However, if you don’t have a better idea, then this is how I am going to do this.”
You already know my idea, which is ultimately better than anything you can come up with, so no, I don’t have anything else to add.
“Suit yourself then.”
Grabbing my equipment, I scattered the ashes of the cold campfire, and with my shield in my left hand and a sword in my right hand, I moved into the forest.
You have no idea where you’re going. For all you know, you could be moving in the opposite direction.
“Maybe. Maybe you’re right, this is fucking stupid.”
I sighed and stopped. There had to be a better way to do this. As I thought, a recent conversation with a certain gryphon popped into my head.
“Bingo.”
It was getting dark already, and my backpack lying against the tree behind me was barely visible. The commander had said they got attacked practically every night. A hit-and-run raid sabotaging supplies, guerilla warfare at its finest. I awaited in my winter cloth atop a small hill covered in trees overlooking the encampment, just waiting for the suckers to appear.
I didn’t light a fire to keep myself warm, lest my presence be noticed. My idea was that I would go and help the gryphons once it started, get myself something to “eat” in the process and then help capture someone. After that, I would use Dufus to interrogate the prisoner the same way Dufus got into the head of that slaver back in Dawn.
I never agreed to this.
“You’re an observer, you don’t have much say in this. Where I go, you go.”
Still even if I get into some dumb diamond dog’s head, I’ll never tell you its secrets. I am not sending you on a suicide mission.
“Well, take it like this. If you get the location, I can persuade the commander to call in the gryphons on the diamond dog army. Then I won’t have to do this alone, and my chances of death minimize quite a lot.”
Dufus sighed, You’re not going to drop this, are you?
“I thought I made that quite clear.”
After a deliberate pause, Dufus said, Fine. Just don't come crying to me once you get hurt.
A few hours later in silence with my thoughts, when I was getting sleepy and the night was freezing my ass off, the alarm sounded.
“Here we go!” I yelled as I plummeted down into the encampment as fast as I could to arrive while there was still something to arrive to. The moonlight was enough for me that I wouldn’t trip over hidden obstacles, and I ran into the camp without falling on my face.
The encampment was in chaos, gryphons lighting more torches and trying to fight off the attackers who would immediately disappear just to seemingly appear in a split second somewhere else. There were a lot of dogs, some engaged in fighting while others did their thing on the tents and supplies, either destroying them, burning them, or just stealing stuff by dropping them into big gaping holes. The night sky was also periodically alight with spells being flung on both sides of this struggle.
“Shit,” I cursed, looking around. I saw a small diamond dog in the dark stealing some weapons not far away from me. He didn’t notice me, and neither did anyone notice him.
I ran to him, knowing that he could notice me any second so sneaking was out of option. He turned to me as I was approaching him, and without a second thought he ran to the hole and jumped in feet first, arms in the air.
“No you don’t!” I shed the sword and shield, and grabbed him by his wrists as he disappeared down the hole.
Diamond dogs were smaller and lighter than me, this one especially, so dragging him out wasn’t much of a problem. The problem was that he immediately defended himself, and I had no weapons. The dog immediately kicked me in the stomach which wasn’t too pleasant, luckily he was one of the small breeds, skinny and short, so I managed to shrug it off and wrap my right arm around his throat in an arm-lock while I grabbed him by his clothes with my left hand. Then, thanks to him being so small, I managed to awkwardly vault him over me and throw him onto the ground.
While he was still dazed, I immediately unholstered my mace and brought it down on him. He started rolling away, however I still managed to hit him in the ribs which knocked the wind and the fight out of him. He had no armour, which cost him dearly. He still managed to roll over in the end as his mouth gaped open in a silent scream.
I hit him once again for good measure, this time into the middle of his spine, immobilizing him for good as he threw up, then passed out from the pain. Throwing the mace away, I grabbed Jack’s knife and rolled the unconscious diamond dog onto his back.
I got to work, and soon I stood above the withered husk in all my supercharged glory.
“Shit just got real,” I said with a trembling breath, a huge smile on my face.  
Yes, well, the fight is winding down. Don’t stand around if you still want to participate.
Picking up my fallen weapons, I hefted the shield and sword as I moved into the heart of the turmoil.

There was a gryphon being ambushed by three diamond dogs. I ran to them with impossible speed, my momentum carrying my sword into the first gryphon who stood with his back to me, unsuspecting of my attack. The sheer power behind the swing almost cleaved the dog in half at the chest, but the sword became stuck somewhere three quarters into his rib cage. I let the sword be as my my legs carried me into the second dog with which I plummeted the ground
I landed on him with my shield and entire weight of my body, yet still I carried enough momentum in me that I managed to roll over while the dog I squished underneath me lay unmoving. That was one potential captive.
The gryphon meanwhile used the moment of surprise and finished the third dog off, then quickly leveled his spear at me.
“Wait, I’m a friendly!” I raised my hands up.
“You look like one of them except for the fur,” the gryphon spat in a thick accent.
“I wouldn’t kill them if I was one of them, don’t you think? Look, just ask the commander. She knows about me.”
He squinted his eyes at me, untrusting. “Wait, I remember you. You were with the ponies that arrived yesterday.”
“Yes, that’s me! See? Totally on your side,” I said pointing at him with palms.
“Alright,” he said, lowering his weapon. “Now go bother someone else while I look over this dog here,” he finished while walking over to the unconscious gryphon.
Wow, what a dick.
I still did as he asked, and quickly ran away. However, before I could as much as see another dog, it was over. The last ones ran into their holes which were quickly filled up with dirt. I’d later learn that three dogs were captured and five killed, while seven gryphons died and a lot of supplies were stolen or rendered unusable, including weapons.
I found the gryphoness in charge screaming at everyone in the middle of the camp, using quite colorful expletives while issuing orders in a shrill squawking.
“You!” she yelled at me when she noticed my presence. “What are you doing here?!”
I tried to appear as non-threatening as possible. “I was camping in the forest nearby when I heard the sounds of fighting, so I ran down here to help.”
She seethed with anger as she sized me up. “Fine! Go be helpful while you’re here and take care of… something! I’ll have a word with you yet! Argh!” With that, she disregarded me and went back to flying around the camp issuing orders or just yelling at random gryphons.
“Short temper that one,” a voice sounded to my left, and when I turned, a familiar gryphoness stood there. She was the one who first welcomed me to this mess.
“You shouldn’t be talking about your commander like that, can’t imagine she would be too happy,” I said with a smile at the tired-looking warrior.
“She’s not here, is she? And you won’t rat me out, right?” she added with a smile of her own as she came near me.
“Of course not,” I answered.
“What brings you back?” 
“To be honest, I was waiting in the forest for the fighting to start. I actually have a way to make them talk, so I thought I would use it to help you get the dog army.”
Her eyebrows rose, and she asked with apparent disbelief, “You’re kidding?”
“No, which is the reason why I am here. Now, your gracious officer wanted me to help out, is there something I can do?”
“Umm…” she thought out loud. “Let’s go help with the wounded,” she decided and I followed her to her fallen comrades; some who’d never breathe again. This night would be a long one yet..

	
		Chapter 30: Dies Irae



The night went on as the dead gryphons were being buried. The dead dogs were unceremoniously burned to ashes in a pile as I stood in front of the bound captives with the commander, who called herself Sloane, and the gryphoness I helped with around the camp. During that time I learned her name to be Alva.
“This is the key to everything,” I said, pointing to the bracelet. Both gryphons looked at it, at first not comprehending. The commander immediately got angry.
“Are you fucking with me right now?”
“No, of course not. It’s a magical artifact. Just watch, alright?” I said.
Ready?
This might take a while though.
Just hurry up, I don’t want to get beaten up by that angry catbird.
I pulled Dufus off my hand and slipped him onto one of the dog’s forearm.At first, nothing was happening. The commander squawked something angrily, but I ignored her. Better not say anything, else she finds out I can’t exactly understand her anymore. She would probably think I was just taunting her or something.
The dog’s eyes suddenly opened, pupils in pinpricks staring into nothingness.
“Done,” he said in English.
Pulling the bracelet back onto my forearm, I looked at the two gryphons who looked a bit unsure now.
Got it. I can show you on a map.
“Got it,” I announced victoriously.
“What just happened?” Alva asked.
“Just… forget it. What’s important is that I can show you where to find these bastards.”
“Wait.” Sloane said firmly. “Whatever just happened, how do we know you really know where they’re hiding and that you’re not leading us into ambush?”
“Can’t you send a scout to confirm my words?”
“I am not risking any gryphon!”
“I volunteer,” Alva said meekly.
“No you don’t!” Her superior turned to her angrily, immediately shooting the idea down.
“Look. I am not your enemy, didn’t I prove it already? I mean, I came here with ponies riding a golden chariot on princess Celestia’s command for God’s sake! Plus that’s all I really want to do right now. Scout around the premises, see what shows up, then come up with some kind of plan.”
Sloane furrowed her brows for a second. “Gah! Fine, she can come with you. But if you’re lying to me and my subordinate gets hurt, I will hunt you to the ends of this world, you understand me?” She put on her scowl again.
I nodded. “Reasonable. Now, I need a map to show you where it is exactly.”

We plunged through the thicket in slow, deliberate pace, Alva sometimes flying above the canopy to make sure we were still going in the right direction, though Dufus’ directions were usually quite accurate.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked after landing down next to me clumsily. The canopy was thick in this part of the forest.
“About what?” I looked at her, but she averted her eyes.
“Nothing,” she said after a pregnant pause, and followed me wordlessly. I turned away from her without expression, knowing what she meant.
“There was this family,” I began once the quiet got uncomfortable. The words left my mouth on their own to be honest, and I was quite surprised once they did. I already started, might as well finish it.
“They helped me when I was… lost, hungry, without direction. They housed me, fed me, taught me, all in their kindness. I never asked for anything, yet they provided all that I needed. They grew on me quite a lot.” I teetered off into silence.
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m sure you are,” I said monotonously.
“I lost my grandparents there, that’s why I wanted to be stationed here.”
I stopped for a second. “Oh. I am… sorry.”
“I know you are,” she said with a bittersweet smile as she caught up to me, now walking beside me whenever the forest allowed us to.
We walked in silence for a while before Dufus announced, we’re here.
“We’re here,” I echoed his words out loud. Both Alva and I looked around, but there didn’t appear to be anything apart from more trees and underbrush in all directions.
“Where?” she asked carefully. She reached for her sword, moving around with caution now. I sat my backpack down so I could have access to my shield if need be.
The entrance was supposed to be here. They must’ve moved already.
“Shit,” I said as I leaned against a tree.
“What is it?”
“The entrance was supposed to be here.”
“There’s nothing here, though,” she said, looking around.
“Exactly. Fuck!” I yelled, smashing my fist against the tree. The bark cracked under the force of my enhanced strength, leaving a dent behind. Still hurt like hell.
“Shh! Do you hear that?”
I didn’t ask the obvious question, instead I listened for any sounds while looking at her intently. She seemed to hear something I couldn’t. I equipped my shield and unsheathed my mace.
The ground around her suddenly gave away as two large diamond dogs jumped out and caught her by her forelegs. The gryphoness screeched in surprise as she was picked off the ground. 
“Alva!” I yelled, running at the dogs when suddenly I got an uppercut from another dog that emerged in front of me. A normal person would probably just blackout from such a suckerpunch, but for me it just forced me backwards. I lost my grip on the mace from the surprise though, and the only other weapon was my sword strapped to my right hip. Unable to wield it properly, I instead grabbed the hilt and in a reverse-grip slashed upward as I unsheathed it. The dog had no armour on, so the sword neatly forced its tip through the upper skin from the belly all the way to its neck. As my arm reached its zenith, I let the momentum in the sword go, so it slashed upward to the sky, where I again gripped the hilt to wield it the normal way. With my hand firmly on the hilt, I slashed downward at the stunned dog, and buried the sword deep into his right shoulder.
As the dog slumped down, I forced the sword out of the body with a jerk just as another dog appeared. It tried to slash me with its claws but I didn’t give it the chance. With my shield I smashed its muzzle in as my sword perforated its belly. I kicked the dying dog away and ran forward as Alva screeched once more, but she was nowhere to be seen.
“Alva!” I screamed into the hole into which she disappeared. 
Don’t – 
Not a second of thought later I jumped down after her.

I landed not too far down with a thud among chewed up roots. The light from above illuminated the small cavern in a dim light. It wasn’t large, just barely high enough for me to stand upright and wide enough to fit two people standing beside each other. The cavern led deeper down into the earth, and in the distance I could see a flickering light quickly vanishing.
Alva’s protests at the paws of her captors were enough to bring me out of my stupor, and I ran after the light.
I wanted to say not to jump down without a lantern, idiot, Dufus said just as I got slashed by some roots growing down from the ceiling.
I cursed at the roots and at my stupidity for jumping into this situation without my full gear, but I never stopped running as the voices slowly grew louder and the light stronger.
“Stupid catbird, stop squirming!”
“Get your filthy paws-” Alva’s voice was interrupted as a loud snap resounded through the small confines of the cave.
I burst into a small, circular opening where two dogs had unconscious Alva in their grip, while two more dogs watched on with sneers.
I didn’t give them the chance to react to me as I ran forward with my sword, and immediately stabbed one of the dogs pawing the gryphoness. The dog screamed in surprise and pain, while the other dog just watched his friend die. I didn’t give that dog the time to react either, and my sword immediately followed in a wide slash as I turned around that left his head rolling away from his body. No one to hold the gryphoness now, she slumped to the ground like a rag doll.
The two dogs standing guard went to attack me, but I dodged one and deflected the other’s spear with my shield. These two were not only armed with spears, but the also had some heavy armor on them. It was clear that these dogs were stationed there as guards, probably to guard the real entrance into their den of evil.
As I tried to attack the the second guard whose blow I deflected, the first one already had his spear on me, so instead I had to parry that with my sword. I kicked at the second dog instead, pushing him away from me, leaving me open to slam the first dog with my shield. The force of the blow took the feet from under him, but I didn’t get to finish him off as the second dog already ran at me with his spear. I dodged backward, and instead of stabbing me he stabbed his friend. The surprise of the betrayal left me enough time to stab with my sword at the second dog’s chest, who let out one gurgling howl before falling silently to the ground.
I stepped over to the last dog who now sat with his shoulder and head against the wall, the spear of his comrade still buried his belly. He grimaced at me with hatred in his eyes, his ragged breath slowly dying out. I looked over to Alva, who still lay unconscious, before looking at the dog with a smile. I let my shield fall to the ground as I took hold of the spear with my left hand and yanked it out of him as he howled in pain.
With my sword still firmly in hand, I got to work on replenishing my energy. Fighting was so exhausting, after all.
Some moments later, I stepped over to the unconscious gryphon. With slight hesitation, I slapped her across the face. She sputtered a bit as she suddenly awoke, eyes darting around with confusion.
“Welcome back,” I grinned at her in the dim light of the lanterns hanging by the entrance into the depths of this hellhole, now devoid of its guardians.
“You alright?”
“Do I look alright?” She groaned and let her head fall back to the ground, “Fine. What happened?”
“They took you, so I took you back,” I said, offering her a hand. She grasped it and I helped her into a sitting position.
“Why is my face burning up?” she asked as she pawed at the side of the face I slapped.
“Umm, you were knocked out cold, probably one of the bastards slapped you or something,” I lied my ass off.
“But my head hurts too,” she complained.
“Probably hit it on the way to make peace with the ground. Now get up, we have a job to do.”
“Give me a second, by Airic’s beard,” she said as she wobbled onto all fours.
“Right. We don’t have that luxury though, someone probably heard the fight and will be here any second now.”
“They would be here already. Those damn dogs are fast,” she muttered.
“Better be ready still,” I remarked as she looked around.
She gave a strange screech-whistle as she observed the carnage. “Oh wow, you did this yourself?”
I shrugged. “What can I say? I am a man of many talents.”
“Hey, where’s your backpack?”
“I left it up there as I rushed to help you. You’re welcome, by the way.”
“Oh, sorry. Yeah, thanks.”
I smiled at her. “No need to apologize. We’re in this together. What sort of pal would I be if I left you to fend for yourself?”
She didn’t comment on that as I went to pick a lantern from the wall. Luckily it wasn’t fastened into the wall or something.
“Hold this,” I said as I shoved the lantern into her beak.
“Wheaf?” she muffled in surprise through the lantern she instinctively grabbed.
“Thanks,” I replied absentmindedly as I bent down to pick up my discarded shield to fasten it back to my left hand.
“What happened to this one?”
“Hmm?” I raised my head to see her looking at the unfortunate dog-husk splayed by the wall.
“Oh, umm, I, eh.”
Nice explanation.
I jumped at the sudden incursion by Dufus.
Jesus, you trying to give me a heart attack?
A rumbling giggle was the only answer I got.
“Peter?” Alva looked at me strangely as I spaced out to talk to Dufus again.
“Look,” I said and sheathed my sword so I could scratch my head, “I’ll be honest. You’re going to see some things that might scare you. Just please, don’t worry about it now and don’t freak out when you inevitably see what I did to him do to other dogs.”
Alva stared at me quizzically, almost worriedly.
“Peter, you’re making my back-feathers ruffle. The bad kind of ruffle.”
“Sorry. Anyway, let’s… let’s just go or something.”
“You don’t want to retrieve your backpack, or go and bring reinforcements?” she asked, gladly changing the topic.
“I don’t think I could climb back up that hole. It’s so damn narrow I don’t even know how they fit you through. Now, could you please grab that lantern? I’ll be the first one to go ahead, since you’re at a disadvantage with your… size in such a narrow corridor.”
She didn’t looked at all pleased. Whether it was me commanding her, or the quip at her size, I couldn’t know. I didn’t even want to know lest I bring her ire upon my head.
Without another comment, she picked up a discarded weapon from one of the dead guard. We entered the corridor leading deeper into the hall, me going ahead with my shield raised up and the sword read to stab anyone coming at me up-front, while Alva walked behind me and a bit to the right so she could light up the way ahead without me blocking the lantern’s light.

“I don’t like this,” my gryphon companion whispered through the lantern in her mouth… beak.
“And you think I do?” I asked in a whisper with amusement.
“No,” she replied even more silently. That was the end of our conversation as we both began to close in on some other room. There was commotion inside, a lot of voices. I was apprehensive to go on further, yet it was the only way to go.
I wonder where all the dirt and stone had gone to when they’re digging the corridors and rooms. They need to put it somewhere, I mean stuff like that doesn’t just disappear.
The dogs digest a lot of it, the rest is usually transported to the surface or thrown into some ravine if possible. They prefer to dig in an already naturally formed caves and spaces.
Well, that’s one mystery solved.
I extinguished the torch with a few thumps of my boots long before we reached the next chamber. There was a single crudely-made wooden door, leaning unevenly on rusty pristine hinges—looked like someone had set it up in a big hurry.
There was one torch beside the door, yet its light was like that of a candle in the morning as from all the light pouring through the gigantic cracks on the door. Not to mention it was also slightly creaked open.
And there was a lot of shouting. The echoes of it we have heard before, but until now it was mostly incomprehensible from all the echoing.
“– brother!” the voice was quite clearly that of a younger dog with speech imparities that goes with that kind of age.
There was a bark, and a long growl followed by a few menacing words, “Know your place, cub!”
“I am not a cub!”
“Silence,” an older voice quipped, but not so loudly. Actually, it sounded as if someone spoke out loud when they didn’t mean to. Yet it stopped everyone else from saying anything further. The room was silent except for the unmistakable sound of digging and marching somewhere further beyond the room.
“Pawfather, you must-” The young voice fell silent abruptly.
Wait, I recognize that voice somewhere.
I don’t. You must’ve met this dog somewhere before me met.
But I never dealt with young–
What?
Jesus fuck…
Wha- Oh, I see. The voice is familiar, but you only ever really heard him growl and speak a word or two incomprehensibly. Doesn’t have to be him.
No, this world wants to fuck with me too much. It’s him.
“Peter?” Alva whispered into my ear, nearly making me almost yelp in surprise as my heart jumped way too high for my comfort.
“Sh-shoot, Alva. You scared me to death.”
“You spaced out for a while, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I am fine. Just… aaah… trying to look inside without being seen,” I replied.
“That’s great, but I don’t think you’ve seen too much by staring into a wall this past minute.”
“Umm,” I hummed and that was the end of my answer. Instead I took a peek through one of the holes for real. 
“What do you see?”
“Shh!”
The only thing I saw, however, was some dog’s backside. Probably the guard that was supposed to be stationed outside.
“– loved him, but it was his folly to side with the collectors, and he paid the price for it. The vengeance is done.”
“But we still haven’t found that- that creature! It was th-”
“There’s no we. I granted you safe haven because you’re my brother’s son, but don’t take my kindness for granted. You had your time, you had your deaths, now it’s time to put your father to rest. This matter is done. Go back to your quarters.”
The younger one growled silently before the sound of tapering paws on the floor sounded into the distance where it blended into the general ruckus.
Those two were uncannily eloquent in their language. I thought the void would become light before I would meet an educated dog or two. The older one is probably the alpha or someone in position of power over the pack. Plus I don’t like how he mentioned the collectors.
Yeah, well, nothing we can do about that. What now though? I can’t just storm into another alpha’s room like last time. Yet we’re stuck in here with no other way out.
“A problematic cub, that one,” the older voice lamented quietly, barely audible over the background noises.
I turned back to Alva and looked her in the eyes, “We have a problem.”
“Why? What did you see?”
“I didn’t see anything, but what they talked about… and the way that older dog talked,” I drifted off into my thoughts.
“Wait, you understood them?”
That took me right out of my inner mind. 	
“No?” she said in an unsure and a bit insulted tone, like I was taking her for an imbecile. “They’ve been speaking their own dog language the whole time.”
“Oh, right. Well, I guess I do understand them.”
“Even over this noise –“ the voice rumbled loudly as if he was talking to someone outside of... the room.
Oh shit.
“– I can still hear you both just fine. These ears aren’t for show, I’ll have you know.”
“Oh no,” I said, still looking at Alva. She must’ve noticed how alarmed my face was, because she didn’t even ask what was going on, probably already guessing what just happened.
“Come on in, you two. Those holes won’t give you much view of my humble abode.”
“We’ve been discovered, Alva,” I said gravely as I stood up. I saw the door starting to open so I stepped aside while Alva took a place behind me. With my hand on the grip of my hilted sword, I looked defiantly at the armed guard on the other side.
“Weapons,” he barked.
You should give him your weapon. Preferable point first into his belly.
Great idea, Dufus. I absolutely feel like fighting an army that’s probably waiting on the other side of the door.
What is this I hear? Sound judgement? Where did that come from?
Shut it and better help me think of a plan to get-
I was just about to finish my talk with my head-partner when I felt something sharp pressing at my chest.
“I not ask two.”
Too bad the guard didn’t adapt the eloquence of his master. 
You’re always focusing on the important things, aren’t you.
I undid the strap on the sword holding it to my belt, and let it fall down to the floor. Alva threw her own weapon to the dog’s feet, not looking all too pleased with her predicament.
“Well, I guess we’re going to scout further than we thought,” I said, trying to ease up her worries with some good old humour. The reception was less than warm. On the other hand, the room seemed to offer a welcome warm as I beheld the alpha once the guard stepped aside with all our weapons.
The room itself was a classic rectangle, on one side was us, on the other a dog seated upon some heightened throne, while in the middle there was a clearly hastily assembled circular wooden table with a large map unfolded at the center. I couldn’t see what it was a map of, but I was betting on the local region.
All around the room were crystal lanterns hanging from the walls, giving the room a warm yellow light, giving me quite the view of the numerous guards stationed around the quite large room, all armed to the teeth of course, not to mention the full plate armour.
The alpha himself was huge, muscular, yet did not look brutish. On the other hand, if I had to describe the vibe he gave off, it was like looking at a huge wolf dressed in too small of a sheep costume. He was trying to look dignified, but his aggressive dog-features worked against him.
“You’re the alpha, I presume,” I stated simply while looking around still.
The alpha shrugged sarcastically while smiling mirthlessly. “What gave me off?”
And he had some sense of humour. A good sign I hoped. 
“Everything,” I retorted with a mirthless smile of my own.
“It can’t be helped.” The dog heaved himself out of the throne, and started walking toward the table. “You, however, I know nothing about. Don’t you think an introduction is in order?”
I bit my tongue before I tried responding with another jab. Better not antagonize him.
“My name is Peter. This is Alva.”
The alpha turned to the gryphon, looking as if he just saw her for the first time. “Hello there, Alva. Would you care for a… tour?” As he spoke the last word, three guard dogs took a few steps towards Alva.
“No, she doesn’t,” I interrupted her, sensing where this was going. “I think she likes it here very much,” I spoke with a voice of iron. They weren’t taking her, not if I could help it.
“I think you should let your friend speak for herself,” the dog retorted gravely, turning his harsh gaze at me for a second.
“Hardly. She doesn’t speak your language.”
“What does he want with me?” Alva asked, a scowl turning her face into a grimace of slight disgust.
“He wants to take you on a ‘tour’,” I told her, then looked back at the alpha. “I am afraid the answer is a no.” The guards came even closer, their spears tilting slightly toward her.
“Fine then. I guess I don’t even have a choice. Plus it stinks in here anyway.”
“Alva, don’t-”
She looked at me with a calming smile, ”Peter, don’t be naive.” With those words, she was led by the three dogs out through another door opposite of the one we came in through.
“I think I don’t need to say what happens if she gets hurt,” I tore my eyes away from that fateful door, now looking the alpha straight into the eyes. My voice was calm, yet it seemed to thunder across the room.
The alpha just smiled at me. “She’ll be fine, for now. But we, I believe, have things to discuss, creature. I believe that’s what my pawson calls you.”
“So you do know who I am.”
“Not really. You just look like what he described he saw. I would bring him in to confirm it, but I don’t want to fuel his thirst for revenge even more.”
The alpha leaned against the table with his hands, looking at the map thoughtfully. I allowed myself a few steps forward toward him before being stopped by a rather loud growl to my right.
“By the way, Rocky. Why does our guest still have a shield?”
The dog who let us in suddenly looked very nervous. “Shield not weapon?”
The alpha sighed loudly, hanging his head low. “Rocky…”
Rocky nervously pointed his spear at me, stammering, “Shield, give!”
I took the shield off my back and threw it to his feet with excessive force, giving off quite the bang. A few ears around the room flickered in displeasure, alpha’s included.
He smiled still nonetheless.
“Now we can talk business like two civilized people. For example, I don’t believe I am acquainted with your species.”
“I don’t believe I am acquainted with your name.” Two could play that game.
“The less you know, the less reasons I have to kill you. All you need to know is that I am the Alpha, and that soon enough the world will hear my name. But not yet.”
“Okay.” Another dog with superiority complex.
“Now, I believe you were about to tell me something.”
“I am a human,” I answered at last.
“A human? I’ve never heard of you before.
Tell him you’re an Outsider.
“I am an outsider.”
“I can quite see that,” he barked a laugh, and the guards mimicked him.
Outsider with a capital “O”
“Ousider with a capital ‘O’.” I repeated.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Perhaps not so educated.
What does it even mean?
It means you’re a dying species. Like the deerfolk.
“It means I am a dying species. Like the deerfolk. That’s perhaps why you’ve never heard of humans.”
“I see,” he said as he turned around to go back to his seat. I don’t know if he believed me, but he didn’t press further.
“Now, Peter the human,” he began once his ass was sitting comfortably, “what were you doing in my caves?”
“I was just walking by when your dogs attacked us.”
“Sure, you were just ‘walking by’ –” he even punctuated it with air quotes “– with one of the soldiers stationed by the village I ransacked a while ago.”
“So it was you!” I yelled out before I could stop myself.
He didn’t look taken aback by my sudden shout. Merely he just smiled his diplomatic smile – which looked quite horrendous on his squashed dog face by the way – and said, “Of course it was me. That’s why you’re here, aren’t you?”
Now that left me confused, but I held my tongue.
“I didn’t kill them right away, you know. I questioned some of the gryphons, and all of them had something to say about you, though you yourself weren’t present. Which was a problem, because my pawson wanted revenge on you. So, we had to settle on the best next thing.”
Settle on the best next thing…
Next best thing...
He killed them...
He killed them all…
Because of me.
The gears of my mind screeched to a painful halt. 
“You killed all of them because of me?” I said more than asked. I knew that he did. The presence of one that stupid dog child I let go, in the presence of the alpha whose army destroyed Paul’s village… that child was out for revenge, and I didn’t kill him. But still, to know first hand that it truly was my fault left me a bit lightheaded.
“Yes. But not because you killed my brother, no. He was stupid for allying himself with Collectors, and his death is his own fault entirely. It was only a matter of time before someone killed him. No, it’s your fault because you didn’t kill my pawson when you had the chance, and you had a big one. So when he came to me, I was honour-bound to exact revenge, lest I lose the faith of my own pack. I couldn’t afford that.”
I stood there for a few seconds in silence, absolutely still, before I spoke quietly, “You tell me things I already know.”
Step lightly. He might be trying to shake you up for a more insightful interrogation.
“Surely. I just wanted you to know my side of things. Please don’t think me a brutish warlord who’s out for blood. I did what I had to do.”
“What do I care?” I spat out.
“You obviously care a great deal, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. You want revenge, I get that. But you need to break free of that circle of hate. Did no one ever tell you that violence begets violence?”
He was sitting there, all high and mighty, mocking me with the deaths of my friends. “I’ll break free of that circle once I mount your head on a spike and parade you through Vanground!” What can I say, I couldn’t help myself.
Oh, Peter, you and your big mouth…
“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Well, seeing as I can't dissuade you, I’ll at least save my nephew from that unfortunate fate. Please, send my regards to my brother.” He waved his paw at the guards, and I knew shit was about to hit the fan.
Luckily for me, I was still high on the last dog I… devoured, and my body was still enhanced, even more so as my body and mind got ready for a fight.
The guards moved in to try and encircle me, make me an easy target to perforate with their long spears. I had no weapons, and they had full plate on them. But even full plate armor had weak points, and it made them clumsy with how cumbersome it was.
I quickly dodged to my right as I felt a dog rushing bull-headed from behind me. I was immediately upon the guard on my right as I ducked under his wide-armed swing of a spear. And like that, I was behind him. Before he could react, I had my right hand under his armored jaw, and left hand on his shoulder. With a swift and powerful jank, I broke his neck. As his body slumped to the ground, I grabbed his spear in mid air just in time to deflect a straight stab of another spear.
Using the shaft, I redirected the strike to the left of me, but the dog’s momentum carried him into me. He wasn’t tall or even that large, but he still had that heavy armor. I was with my back to the wall, so I had just enough time to brace myself with one leg against it as the dog slammed into me. He fell down while I hit the wall with almost enough force to take my breath away. I didn’t dally, and I slammed the spear down into his neck, one of the few places not protected by his armour.
I quickly gave my surroundings a quick look to see that the dogs changed their tactic. Now they had me encircled, spear points about a meter away from me on every side. One quick charge from them and I was dead, so my mind threw me a pretty shitty idea of what to do next.
I actually stepped forward, then quickly turned around and with a slight run-on, I jumped at the wall. The texture of it wasn’t smooth—it was quite rough, actually. That gave my boots enough friction to make a step up the wall. I could feel the spears connecting with each other below me, some even impacting upon the wall near which I stood but half a second before.
Then, another step, while I simultaneously flexed the muscles of the leg now upon the wall, and rebounding back from it. It was eerie and quite terrifying as I flew barely centimeters over one of the head of the dog directly opposite of the wall. Time seemed to slow down in that minute of utter adrenaline-pumping action, and the reflective sheen of the full-plate helmet so close to my eyes would forever be burned into my memory.
I landed clumsily, almost falling on my back instead of dropping to my feet, but I recovered quickly enough. I also didn’t have time to marvel at the fact that the parkour trick I’ve never done before actually worked. 
Now I had a guard directly in front of me who was just realizing I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. A kick into the back of his knees took the legs off underneath him, and he fell on his back. Predicting roughly where his head would impact the floor, I was already following the knee-attack with a downward leg swing. The helmet bent under the enhanced  force, denting into the skull which cracked like an egg inward. An unpleasant sound, and an even more unpleasant feeling as I jumped back before someone could grab me or turn me into swiss cheese with those damnable spears.
Two more dogs appeared on each side of me as if they had appeared from thin air. Charging with their spears at chest-height, I merely ducked as the two guards attacked each other instead of me in quite the unfortunate turn of events—for them. Yet I knew that their armours would be strong enough to resist a crude spear’s edge. At least it bought me enough time to tactically relocate around the battlefield again.
The simple truth, however, was that I was in quite a peculiar situation. I was higher than most of them, stronger than perhaps three combined, and quicker than a greyhound chasing after a ball. Yet with all my strengths combined, I was outnumbered. Throw enough numbers at a giant and even he will fall.
Behin-
I quickly turned around even before Dufus’ word lingered in my head, but I was too late. All my thoughts, all my tactics; everything thrown out of the window at this moment of tragic lapse in judgement.
And there he was, so close, staring intensely at me, something long in his paws. I was so focused on the guards I completely lost the alpha in my battle trance. A stupid, stupid mistake.
Time slowed down to a crawl as the blade neared the inevitable contact with my shirt, then skin. I watched in utter fear and fascination as the tip of it parted the tissue and muscle beneath, and it continued on and on and on, until there was no more blade, only the haft of the spear.
There was no pain as it entered. Only the dull sensation of something passing. It all happened so slowly, every detail lingering in my mind, replaying over and over again. This was it, the end of a lonely human on a foolish quest to fight destiny.
It truly didn’t hurt. Not at first. It was rather like a burn, just a sharp sensation at first, then nothing for a while. However, after a moment, a pain began to blossom, intensifying in magnitudes, until it burned like a blistering fire inside my body. It burned stronger with each passing millisecond. Oh my GOD IT BURNS SO MUCH GOD HELP ME PLEASE IT-
Peter…
His voice barely pierced the onset of panic clouding my vision in black. Dufus’ voice was like a smooth silk over the wound, a cold bucket of water thrown into the fire. For a moment, my mind came to as the time still seemed to pass ever so slowly as I felt myself fall to my knees, my legs suddenly unresponsive. My hands reached toward the spear tentatively, as if any further move would cause the blade inside me to explode in a cloud of shrapnel.
Indeed, such was the effect of his voice. It wasn’t angry, as I had thought it would be. No, it wasn’t even patronizing. His tone was that of a father comforting a child, a tone I had heard many times. The memories of my own father flashed briefly in my conscious mind.
Yeah? My own surprisingly calm thought passed through the blistering pain.
Let me in…
…
I couldn’t feel my arms. I couldn’t feel my legs. All was pain and blackness, no matter if I had my eyes open or not. In that state of utter panic and confusion, I could see only one path presented before me.
Okay.
That was my last thought as the alpha, or perhaps someone else, yanked the spear out of me, resulting in a pain beyond anything I had ever felt before.
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