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Chapter 1 – Maxed Out
There is nothing more aggravating than being maxed out on vim, I thought as I watched my pair of Hounds completely ignore the freshly killed giant spider lying in front of them. With the possible exception of being maxed out on vim and still not have enough to rank up.
My Hounds were both rank I Shapes. They cost me ten vim each to Shape, and now each of them currently held forty. At one hundred, I’d be able to rank them up to Wolves, which were significantly more powerful. Unfortunately, any vim poured into a maxed out Shape would dissipate within minutes if unused, and my Hounds were both maxed now.
My next step should be going back to town and paying the Forrester family for access to their Hound Pattern. I’d be able to Unshape my maxed out Hounds to regain the vim, and then use it to Shape more of them. With my two maxed out Hounds, I’d have enough to Shape eight new ones, or I could Shape six and restore my own vim, which I had to use for the original Shaping. The problem with that plan was that there was no way I could afford the price, of course.
The Forresters charge for each Shaping, and paying for my two Hounds already cost most of the gold I made scavenging the safer parts of these ruins. That’s why I was here now, after all. Trying to use my Hounds to clear out more of the ruins so I could scavenge more old-world artefacts to sell.
I’ve been down here for almost a week, and my Hounds killed at least fifty giant spiders before they filled up. And I’ve only found a few of the oddly shaped old-world coins so far. Not nearly enough to pay for more than one Shaping, and I’d need at least two to make it even barely worth Unshaping a Hound, since I’d be able to house the remaining twenty vim in my own body.
I shook my head and ordered the Hounds to keep going. Thoughts about my glut of vim and lack of the gold I’d need to use it were best saved for when I was safely back in town. There were more dangers in the Old-world ruins than just giant spiders. Especially ruins that were never explored before, and I was pretty sure I was the only one who knew about this particular location. It would be overrun with scavengers if people knew about it. Probably even have an official exploration team lead by the Forresters, since unexplored ruins were the only place there was even a chance at finding new Patterns.
A yelp brought me out of my rumbling in time to see a spear made of blue crystal launch out of a small, easily missed hole in the wall and skewer one of my Hounds, causing the Shaped animal to dissipate.
“Shatter it!” I cursed both the old-worlders who built the ruin and myself. If I’ve been paying attention, I would have seen the trap before my Hounds triggered it. I’ve been exploring Old-world ruins since I was old enough to remember, and I’ve gotten very good at sniffing out their tricks. I ordered the remaining Hound into a small chamber we’ve passed before that last spider battle, set it to guard the only entrance and settled down to wait. Shapes are nearly impossible to actually destroy, and my Hound would reform within up to an hour, but my inattention had cost me that hour, and it left me vulnerable to the spiders and whatever else lived here. Hounds are pack animals, and two of them fighting together are a lot more than twice as strong as a solo Shape.
I sat down with my back to the wall opposite the door and took out a small paper-wrapped package from my backpack. My supply of beef jerky and hard cheese had been steadily dwindling over the week I’ve spent away from town, and won’t last for longer than one more. Which meant I had about three more days to explore before I’d have to start on my way back. I’d be able to extend the stay if I could find something edible here, but unless I wanted to try some giant spider and lichen soup, it seemed I was out of luck. At least there was enough water here and there for me to fill my waterskin. I took a bite of my not very appetizing lunch, and couldn’t help consider that maybe my dream of being a Shaper was better off remaining just that. I was fairly sure that my brother would welcome me back at the bakery. And even if he didn't, the gold I paid just for shaping my starting pair of Hounds was enough to buy me a decent apprenticeship in any of a dozen different professions, from cobbler to swordsman. I could have been sitting in the apprentice chair at a craftsman's workshop right now, eating warm porridge and drinking hot tea instead of the barely chewable jerky and mineral-tasting water I had on me. This was the reason all of the Shapers in the kingdom were from the noble families. It was just too expensive for anyone who didn’t have free access to at least one Pattern. Mostly, you’d see established professionals with one or two Shapes to help them in their chosen craft, like a hunter having a couple of Hounds or Wolves to help his hunts, or a weaver with a Spider to provide high quality spider silk.
Motes of blue light started to gather in front of me, swirling around and around and growing steadily in number, and I found it impossible to tear my eyes away from the sight of my Hound reforming. It took five more minutes for the Hound to fully solidify, and I stowed my remaining food away and stood up, shaking the dust that clung to my pants. The sight of the reforming Hound shook the doubts from my mind, reminding me that I’ve always wanted to be a Shaper, and that barring a stroke of insane luck, my only path towards that goal was going to be long and arduous.
“Let’s go, Jack,” I urged myself out loud, just for the sake of hearing a human voice. “The treasure isn’t going to scavenge itself.”
I made sure to pay better attention to my surroundings when I left the small room. The walls and floor were made of a strange grey stone, completely seamless and rought to the touch. The ruin was buried deep under a hill, and was windowless, so that the only source of light was my torch.
I was moving in front of the Hounds and examining every centimeter of the walls and floor before moving forward. I’ve spent enough time with my Shapes to know that they’d smell approaching spiders long before they were close enough to attack. This was the same method I’ve applied since I’d started this little expedition, and would work as long as I held back the Hounds from running forward freely.
As I was carefully leading the Hounds around a barely visible pressure plate I wondered, once again, at what precisely was the purpose of these ruins that required such extensive traps. This couldn’t have been convenient to whatever old-worlders had to live or work here. Not that it really mattered to me, except where it related to what kind of treasures the traps were meant to guard.
A yelp from one of the Hounds made me raise my eyes from the drab stone floor of the corridor. I’ve heard this sound before, and it always meant the approach of something. I hadn’t been able to find a difference between the yelp signifying dangerous monsters to the one indicating random prey, like the rabbits that helped supplement my dinners on the way to the ruins. Not that I was likely to find an innocent rabbit in these trap and giant spider filled ruin. This was most likely another giant spider, or possibly one of the rats that were the spiders’ main prey.
A spray of green, viscous liquid flew from an alcove set in the corridor’s wall, just barely missing one of my Hounds. The spiders populating this ruin were of a spitting variety, and would wait in ambush for prey and then spit their sticky and poisonous venom to immobilize it. The first few times it happened, the spiders would catch one of my Hounds, taking it out of the fight almost immediately. Luckily for me, those first spiders were small enough that a single Hound could kill them. By the time the larger spiders started to show up, my Hounds have learned to recognize their lairs and get out of the initial attack’s way.
Just as they’ve done numerous times before, the Hounds leaped towards the spider’s lair, and it was only the fact that I stayed far enough away from them to see the whole corridor that let me order them out of the way of a second venom spray coming from behind them. With their ambush failed, the two spiders were left with no choice but to leave their hiding places and engage my Hounds directly.
The spiders were light grey in color, and were hard to see in the barely lighted stone corridors. They were a meter and a half long, and rose to a height of about half a meter, with a head about half as big as the rest of their body.
This was not good news for me. My Hounds could deal with one spider fairly easily, with one Hound keeping the arachnid’s attention while the other attacked from its flank or back. A two versus two battle would be a lot harder, especially since a single hit from the spiders’ venom would immobilize a Hound.
I ordered the Hounds to keep both spiders busy, but to avoid attacking and just keep away from the venomous spray. While they were fighting, I dropped my pack and took down the arquebus hanging over my shoulder. I pulled the weapon’s cock back to the full position and raised the weapon to my shoulder. The spiders were fast and would have been nearly impossible to hit, but I knew that they had to stand in place when spitting, so I waited until the one I was aiming at started to spray. When I saw its first drops of venom, I gently squeezed the weapon’s trigger, releasing the flint to hit the frizzen, ignite the blast crystal and launch the heavy lead ball at the spider.
I wasn’t in any way an expert marksman with the complex weapon, and would honestly have preferred to use a crossbow, but the spiders’ carapace was too strong for anything short of an arbalest to penetrate. Fortunately, I was shooting at a very short range, and the ball slammed into the spider and crushed its head, freeing the Hounds to concentrate on the remaining arachnid.
The Hounds quickly entered their now familiar rhythm. The first Hound feinted at the spider, and while the arachnid was trying to defend itself, my second Shape darted in from behind and bit down on its leg. I knew from experience that losing one leg wouldn’t have too much of an impact on the spider, and indeed the beast spun towards its tormentor, and started spraying its venom. The Hound retreated out of the way, and its twin snuck in to attack. The second attack slowed the spider down noticeably, and the Hounds continued their game of feint and attack, until a minute later the beast lay dead.
With the fight over, I ordered the Hounds to stand guard, placed the arquebus’s stock on the ground, and poured a measure of blast crystal into its barrel, followed by a cloth wad and then a large lead ball. I quickly pulled out my ramrod and pushed the ball down to seat it firmly on the blast crystal, pulled the flint to the half-cock position, and filled the flash pan with more crystal from my dwindling pouch.
Blast crystal was produced during the death and rebirth cycle of a Crystal Phoenix, a rank IV fire-aligned Hawk Shape, which made it very expensive for anyone who wasn’t a Forrester. The only reason I could afford any was that I was on friendly terms and had an arrangement with Darren, the heir-apparent to the Forrester fortune. He got first pick of whatever I scavenged, I got some supplies that were otherwise impossible to get. I still couldn’t afford a lot of it, and only had enough for five more shots. If the spiders were starting to come in groups, I’d have to retreat and try to explore a different part of the ruins.
None of which would have been an issue if I had a couple of more Hounds, of course. But to get more Hounds I’d need to actually find something worth selling, and so far this ruin was very disappointing.
✽✽✽
 
Luckily for me, most of the spiders remained solitary, and I only had to use the arquebus once for the rest of the day. It was impossible to check the sun’s position and know the time in the deeply buried ruin, but I’ve become very good at gauging my own tiredness, and I knew that it wasn’t long before I’d need to head out, since I really didn’t want to spend the night in the spider infested halls. I gave myself one more room to check, and resigned myself to another day with nothing to show for my efforts.
When I entered the room, however, it seemed that my luck was finally changing. Broken parts of some arcane old-world machinery covered the walls of the room, and the meagre light of my torch sparkled of it with the familiar white shine of whitesteel. One of many materials the old-worlders used that we had no idea how to make any more, whitesteel was lighter and harder than the finest steel our smiths could produce. But while they didn’t know how to make it, they certainly knew how to work with it. Whitesteel always got good prices back in town, and here before me was the largest amount I've ever seen. I opened my backpack and started to pry as much of the white metal as I could cram into it. There was no way for me to take everything, but what I could carry would be more than enough for me to Shape more Hounds and still have enough to buy supplies and return for the rest.
I was prying open one of the more intact devices in the room, a barrel about the size and shape of an expensive liquor keg, when my light sparkled from something that wasn’t whitesteel. I tried to look closer into the barrel, and nearly dropped my torch in shock at what I saw. Unlike the familiar metal, this wasn’t anything I’ve seen before, but the blue spherical crystal was unmistakable. I reached gingerly into the barrel, and pulled out what had to be a skystone.
Elemental stones were another old-world resource nobody knew how to make any more. They were basically solidified vim given an elemental alignment, and this single skystone was worth more than all of the whitesteel in the room.
I sat down on the floor and gazed at the small fortune I’ve just found, and tried to decide what I wanted to do with it. I could drain it of air-aligned vim. It should hold twenty units, which would let me Unshape one Hound and rank the other one. Moreover, instead of ranking-up into a normal Wolf, the air-aligned vim would change my Shape into that of a Skywolf, giving it a pair of wings and the ability to fly. Of course, that would mean I’d be down to one Shape and no vim, and I’d lose the air alignment if I Unshaped it, which would essentially stop me from advancing as a Shaper for the next ten years it would take me to generate enough vim for another Shaping.
The second option was to sell the stone. I could take it to Darren, and he’d probably pay me enough to have as much access to his family’s Patterns as I wanted. But I would probably never find another elemental stone in my life, and I’d certainly never be able to afford one. And I really didn’t want to trade away the option to have an air-aligned Shape.
After a while, my thoughts just started to run around in circles, and I ended up deciding not to decide. I’d take the stone with me and keep it a secret. I could carry enough Whitesteel to buy access for four Shapings, which would let me keep one experienced Hound and Unshape the other, so I won’t have to teach the new Hounds how to fight the spiders again. And after these new Hounds were maxed out, I’d use the skystone to rank one of them up into a skywolf, leaving me with enough Hounds that I wouldn’t run out of vim. Or I could sell it later if I really needed the money.
My mind finally made up, I stood up and finished filling my backpack with whitesteel, and then retraced my path back to the entrance. I’d sleep outside tonight, and start my way back to town in the morning.




Chapter 2 – Gerald’s Rest
The entrance to the ruin was hidden behind a large raspberry bush, and I stayed behind the dense bramble for several minutes to listen for any activity outside. The ruins were located three days’ walk from town, which wasn’t really that far, especially for someone with a horse or access to a Horse Shape, and I really didn’t want anyone to learn about this place. Especially now that I’ve actually found something worth scavenging.
After making sure that I could hear nothing other than normal wildlife sounds, I made my way carefully out of the ruins. There was a very narrow path around the large bush that let me enter and leave, but any misstep would result in a very painful encounter with the thorny plant.
The sun was setting by the time I made my way to the exit from the ruins, sparing my dark adjusted eyes from having to adjust, and I took advantage of the remaining light to walk away from the hidden ruin before making camp for the night. I was traveling as lightly as possible, since I wanted to be able to carry more materials and artefacts back with me and a bedroll was certainly not in my list of necessities, so I made myself a bed from fallen leaves next to a large tree, and ordered the Hounds to guard me as I slept.
The journey back to town passed quietly. I’ve been a little overly greedy back in the ruins and filled my backpack with more whitesteel than I could easily carry, which forced me to move slower than I was used to and take more frequent breaks, so it was four days before I walked through the gates of the town of Gerald’s Rest. The walls surrounding the town were barely twice the height of my own one hundred and seventy five centimeters, and made of local hardwoods. The nearest quarry was a week away by wagon, and getting enough stone for a wall was far too expensive for the frontier town. I knew that most of the buildings inside were built from the same woods, with the one exception being the Forrester mansion, which was located right next to the wooden town’s hall.
The town wasn’t large enough, or central enough, for there to be a line waiting to enter the gates, and the bored-looking guards waited patiently while I unloaded my arquebus before letting me pass. I knew precisely where I wanted to go when I walked onto the cobbled main street of Gerald’s Rest, and less than five minutes later I approached Darren Forrester’s preferred hangout, the Boar and Barrel. The two storied inn was made of unpainted sturdy oak planks and had a large sign depicting a boar dancing on top of a beer barrel.
I got back to town a little after mid-day, but the tavern’s common room was almost full. The proprietress, Agnes Dale, was widely considered the best cook in town, and it was a rare day when she didn’t have a full house during meal times. I ordered my Hounds to stay out of the building, waved at Henry, Agnes’s husband and bartender, on my way in, and made my way to Darren’s usual table. The heir to the Forrester fortune was almost always in the Boar during lunch time, and claimed that he had a marked preference to Agnes’s cooking over his family’s live-in chef. There were at least some rumors, however, that Darren was unwilling to pay a cut of his profits to his family, and used the Boar to make his own deals out of sight of his father's eyes.
Locating Darren never took much effort. His personal Shaped bodyguards, a pair of identical rank III Sentinels, were standing near the corner of the room, and I knew that Darren himself would be, as always, sitting between them.
As I approached his table, the gaze of the humanoid Shapes almost immediately focused on me. The two bodyguards were completely identical to each other, and would have been indistinguishable from normal humans if they had even a vestige of a facial expression, but as it was, their utterly blank gaze gave them away immediately. They were a head taller than me, wearing chain armor and carrying tall spears, and would have been an imposing sight even if I didn’t know just how capable they were in battle. As it was, I knew that they would utterly annihilate my Hounds and that a shot from my arquebus would barely even faze them. As I got closer to the corner and Darren saw me, however, the Sentinels visibly relaxed at his inaudible order.
Darren Forrester was shorter than me, maybe a meter sixty or sixty five, and had the lean physique of a highly trained swordsman. He was dressed in an immaculate suit made of spidersilk and dyed a deep forest green, and his blonde hair was perfectly cut and combed. Bright blue eyes looked up as I approached, and he swallowed a bite of roasted hen from the plate in front of him before greeting me.
“Jack Wilson! Been a while since I last saw you, hasn’t it?”
“Darren,” I smiled and clasped his offered hand. “Been out of town for the past two weeks. I just got back from the ruins.”
“That does explain the cobwebs and dust,” he smiled back at me. “I take it that you being here before even taking a bath means you’ve got something for me?”
Before I could answer, he waved at me to take a seat, and signaled Henry to send over one of the serving girls. “Eat, my man. If you’ve been living on jerky and dried bread for two weeks, you need to get some actually edible food in you.”
I definitely couldn’t argue with that. I did have some silver left after buying supplies for my previous trip, and some of it I set aside in advance for a decent meal and bath. I sat down, and Darren and I were both quiet as we watched Mable, one of the Boar’s serving girls, approach us.
Watching Mable was always a treat, and deserved a man’s full focus. She was somewhat older than me, maybe in her mid-twenties, about a hundred and fifty five centimeters tall, and gave the term “buxom” a run for its money. Glossy black hair caught in a simple braid fell down to her delightfully plump rear, leaving behind a single artful curl to frame her heart shaped face. Bright green eyes sparkled over a cute button nose, and her full lips were curved in a welcoming smile. She wore a simple blouse with a plunging neckline that revealed a large part of her generous chest, which caught and held my gaze when she leaned in to take my order, and a skirt that I just knew stretched tight around her aforementioned rear.
“Hey there, Jacky. What can I get you today? We’ve got roast hen with potatoes, stewed rabbit and bread or serving wench au naturel, all accompanied by Henry’s house ale.”
By then, my mouth was completely dry, and I had to take a drink for the mug of ale she set before me before I could talk again.
“I’ll have some of the hen,” I managed to say eventually.
“Coming right up,” she pouted in theatrical disappointment and swayed a little to jiggle her large breasts. “Let me know if you want something extra.”
I couldn’t look away from her behind as she turned and walked back towards the kitchen, and it was only after she was completely out of sight that we resumed our conversation.
“You should take her up on it sometime,” Darren smiled. “That girl is a delight any day of the week, and she seems to have something going for you.”
“You know I can’t afford her,” I answered regretfully. “Being a Shaper is too expensive for me to indulge in anything, really.”
“I’d tell you not to let your goal cloud your sight to life’s little joys, but I’m probably the one who’ll be getting your gold, so I’d be working against my own best interests.”
“I get your point, Darren. I do. And maybe I will take her up on it soon, since I’ve had some luck lately. But not this time, I think. I’ll need most of what I’ve got for the Patterns.”
“Oh?” Darren raised his brow. “Do tell.”
I reached into the backpack and pulled out a piece of whitesteel to show him. “I found some sort of machinery room. I took as much as I could carry out, and there’s still more where this came from.”
“Nice haul, man,” I could hear the disappointment in Darren’s voice. “But not something I’d need. You should go down to Owen Smith’s place to sell it. I know that he’s in need of some ‘steel, so he’ll probably offer a good price.”
“Thanks. I figured you wouldn’t be interested, but I did promise to give you the first shot. I do have something that might be more up your alley though.” I handed over the few old-world coins I had on me, and his eyes lighted up at the sight.
“Not bad. The collectors are always after those. I’ll give you a gold for the lot of them.”
“Come on, man. I know the markets almost as well as you do, and these are worth at least five for the collectors.”
“Yeah, but you don’t have the contacts for it, and I need to make a profit too. One and a half.”
By the time we settled on two and a half gold coins, Mable was back with my lunch, and our conversation paused as I settled down to enjoy my first real meal in two weeks.
After I finished my lunch, I
arranged with Darren to meet him in his family's mansion the next morning, left a few copper coins to pay for my meal and bade him goodbye. My next stop for the day was the smith’s workshop, which was located on the far side of town, where the smoke from his forge wouldn’t bother anyone. 
Gerald's Rest was a fairly young town, having not yet entered her sixth decade, and was located near the border between the kingdom of Arianor and the wild, unsettled lands. As such, it had a rough, unfinished feel to it that didn't exist in older, more central cities. 
Or so I've been told. I've been born in Gerald's Rest, and the only direction I'd ever left town was towards the border and the unexplored ruins lying at the outskirts of the kingdom.
Regardless of the state of any other city, the streets of Gerald's Rest were mostly made of packed dirt, and most buildings showed little in the way of ornamentation.
The smithy was, by necessity, another stone building in the wooden town, and the thick plume of smoke rising from it would have made it easy to find even if I hadn’t known where it was.
The proprietor, Owen Smith, was a hundred and eighty centimeters tall and heavily muscled from years of working his forge. He was dressed in heavy leathers to prevent him from getting burned by the hot metal and was busy making what looked like wagon axles.
“Good evening Mr. Smith,” I greeted the large smith.
“Whatever it is you want made,” Owen Smith answered without raising his eyes from his work, “it’ll have to wait. I’ve got a huge backlog of orders and I’m not taking any more right now."
“I’m not here to buy anything, sir. My name’s Jack Baker, and I’ve got some whitesteel to sell. Darren Forrester said you’ll be interested.”
“Whitesteel you say?” he finally looked up, setting the axel he was working on aside. “I’m definitely in the market for some. Got an order for a whitesteel brewing kettle from Bernard, down at the Beerkat. He thinks it’ll help him make better beer than Henry’s at the Boar and Barrel.”
“I seriously doubt that. Whitesteel isn’t copper, and it won’t heat as well.”
“That’s what I said, but Bernard’s not very good at listening to advice, and if he’s willing to pay I’m willing to cast. So how much ‘steel do you have? If it’s the usual scraps you scavengers find, then it’s not really helping me.”
“I don’t know precisely. I just took as much as I could carry.”
“You took how much?”
“As much as I could carry,” I said as I opened my backpack and started to take out pieces of whitesteel. “I just shoved it in until I figured it would be too heavy to take back.”
“Hold on there, kid. Let me get my scales and we can weigh it properly.”
The smith went to one of the cabinets and pulled out a large set of scales, along with a number of weights to balance it. I placed all of my whitesteel on one pan, and Owen carefully balanced it with the weights. “That’s eighteen kilograms and two hundred seventy five grams. Quite an impressive haul.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“And you say that you left some more behind?”
“Yeah. There was a whole room of machinery out there.”
The smith whistled in appreciation. “I can give you forty silver per kilo for this amount, and I’ll gladly take the next load too.”
This was about what I expected to get for the metal. It wasn’t among the best things to find in the ruins, since coins and artefacts were worth a lot more for their weight, but this was also the first time I’ve ever returned from a ruin with as much as I could carry, and the payout was more than I’d gotten for the two years I’ve spent scavenging the closer ruins. The ones that previous explorers have already cleared of all of the monsters and most of the treasure.
I’ve never dealt directly with Owen Smith before, but everyone always said that he wasn’t the bargaining type, and that his first price was always final.
“I’ll take it, and I’ll see about getting more of it on my next trip. Might take a while though, since it’s not a very close ruin.”
“I thought as much,” the smith said, heading to a locked strongbox and counting out gold and silver coins. “The closer ones have been picked clean since the town was established. Here’s your money. Seven gold and thirty one silver.”
“Thank you very much, Mr. Smith.”
“Pleasure doing business with you, kid. I’m here for any more hauls like this you run across, but now I really have to get back to work. You just got Bernard’s kettle back into my queue.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said and left the smithy. It was getting towards the late afternoon, and I wouldn’t be able to get access to the Forresters’ Patterns before morning, so I decided to take some time to bathe and relax. I headed back to the Boar, where a silver coin would get me a decent room as well as a hot bath, dinner and breakfast.
Mabel waved at me when I entered the common room, and I was again tempted to take her up on her offer and invite her up to my room. But I’ll be left with less than two gold after Shaping four new Hounds tomorrow, and I still needed to buy supplies for my next trip, so I regretfully paid Henry for the room and went up to the second floor alone.
The hot water felt wonderful after two weeks of life in the field, and I stayed in the tub until it cooled off to room temperature. By the time I got back to the common room, the dinner crowd was starting to arrive, and I found myself sitting at a small corner table with a large helping of Agnes’s chicken pot pie. It wasn’t long before the room was crowded enough that I was joined by three more men at my table, but I didn’t recognize any of them and didn’t feel up to any serious conversation, and as soon as I finished my dinner I went upstairs to my room. Lying in the soft, clean bed felt as good as the hot bath, and I was asleep mere seconds after my head hit the pillow.
✽✽✽
 
I woke up early the next morning, and after a large breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon and fresh bread, I left the Boar and Barrel and headed towards the Forrester mansion. Up close, the already impressive mansion looked even more luxurious. A tall hedge surrounded the grounds, with only a single opening leading into the perfectly manicured lawn. The mansion itself was built from large marble blocks that must have been carried from far further away than the simple grey rock used in Owen Smith’s workshop, and it rose three stories high.
Darren knew I was coming, and the guards at the mansion’s gate waved me in without any questions. Evelyn, Darren’s aunt and the curator of the Forrester’s Patterns was sitting in the heavily guarded Pattern room in the middle of the mansion. A heavy whitesteel door closed of the Pattern room from the rest of the mansion, but the room itself looked like nothing special. Five oak cabinets set against the wall of the room, and I knew that each held one of the Forresters’ Patterns.
“Good morning, young Jack. Darren told me you would be coming to access the Patterns today.”
“Good morning to you too, Miss Evelyn.”
“What can I help you with today?”
“I’d like to buy four accesses to the Hound Pattern, please.”
“Four more Hounds? You know that a proper Shaper must have access to many different Shapes, right?”
“Of course, ma’am. But I am at the very beginning of my path, and most of the Shapes I have now aren’t going to remain with me for long anyway. And the Hounds have already proved their worth in the ruins I’m exploring.”
“Very well. Four Hounds will cost you a total of eight gold coins, which I would like to see up front.”
“Here you go,” I said and took the coins out of my pouch. “Eight golds.”
“Follow me please.”
I followed Evelyn into the room and to the cabinet I already knew held the Hound Pattern. She took a ring of keys from her pocket and unlocked the cabinet, and stepped back so I could open the door. The Pattern inside the cabinet looked like nothing more than a large tapestry depicting strange, abstract shapes done in thing grey lines. Nobody knew what Patterns were made of, or how they did what they did. All we knew was that if you touch a Pattern in specific points and had enough vim for the Shape it held, the vim would be syphoned out and forced into the rank I version of the Shape.
I pressed my hand into a pair of circles on the Pattern. It was always easy to know where to touch a Pattern in order to activate it, since the proper points were the only shapes we could name. Every other part of it was twisted and seemed to be constantly shifting, but the circles meant for the Shaper’s hands  always remained constant.
As soon as I touched the Pattern, I felt it trying to pull the vim from my body, but nothing was happening since I wasn’t holding any. I reached out with my mind to my Hounds, and pulled on one of them. It was like taking a knitted cloth and pulling at the yarn until it unraveled, and a second later I felt a burning sensation. The Hounds held twice as much vim as my body could hold, and the excess was quickly becoming painful. It  wouldn’t actually harm me, but if I didn’t get rid of the excess, it would start to dissipate and in a couple of hours I’d be down to the maximum I could safely hold.
Or, if I was one of the very rare people who couldn't get rid of excess vim, it would cause me to warp. I stilled a shudder at the thought, as unlikely as it was. Warping was said to take months, and I wouldn't be holding the vim for nearly that long
I wouldn't even be keeping it for the two hours it would take to dissipate, of course. In fact, since I was still touching the Pattern, the vim flowed straight through me and into the Pattern. The vim flowed into the design, lighting more and more of it up with a bright blue glow. I could feel the Pattern now, and instinctively knew I held enough vim to activate it four times. When the entire Pattern was glowing, a blue fog started to rise from its surface, and began to coalesce beside me. As soon as the fog left the Pattern, the light vanished, and it began to syphon vim again, preparing to Shape again.
It took a total of ten minutes to Shape each Hound, and I thanked Evelyn when I was finished and left to find Darren. I had to pick up some more blast crystal, and then I would head out to the ruins for another trip.




Chapter 3 - Arachnophobia
I left town with enough rations for two weeks, a large stock of torches and a pouch full of blast crystal. The five Hounds fanned out in front of me under the leadership of my remaining experienced Shape. I stopped under a tree a few hundred meters from the gate and began to load my arquebus, but I made sure not to rush and kept an eye on the road. Now that I’ve returned from the ruins with a decent haul, there was a chance that other opportunistic scavengers would try to follow me. I didn’t think that Darren or Owen would tell anyone about my finds, but it was always possible that someone overheard me talking to Darren in the Boar and Barrel.
However, after five minutes of watching I only saw one person leaving town, and he turned to the road leading away from the frontier and back into the settled lands. I ordered the Hounds to scout ahead and started the long walk back to what I had already began to think of as ‘my’ ruins. Five Hounds made for a very efficient hunting team, and I didn’t even open my package of jerky by the time I reached the hill hiding the entrance.
It still amazed me that I managed to stumble into the entrance. The raspberry bush completely hid the entrance, and it was only the fact that my original pair of Hounds chased a fox that ran into the bramble that made me even look behind it. I checked again that nobody had followed me from the town, and made my way carefully around the raspberry bush and into the entrance to the ruins. I passed next to the rusted hinges of the door that must have closed off the entrance when the old-world was still alive, and the ground under my feet changed from grass into grey stone, the dark grey walls around me covered with dust and cobwebs.
A few meters into the ruins, the corridor split to the left and right. On my previous exploration I took the right path, and I knew that the stash of whitesteel was waiting for me there, but I took the left turn instead. I had ten days’ worth of supplies with me, and I wanted to explore more of the ruins before heading back. The whitesteel will wait for me, and I was hoping to find something with a better price to weight ratio to take back this time. The light from the entrance fell off quickly once I turned, and I stopped to light my torch before heading deeper into the ruins.
The giant spiders I met on my last trip were very much still in residence, and it wasn’t long before the lead Hound yelped to inform me that it smelled an enemy. I continued to approach cautiously, and it wasn’t long before a stream of venom shot from a hidden alcove and hit one of my new Hounds, covering its legs and causing it to stumble. In my previous delve into the ruins, an incapacitated Hound meant that I’d have to use my arquebus to finish of the spider, since the single remaining Hound wasn’t enough to defeat it. Now that I had five Hounds, however, the loss of one wasn’t even a little problematic.
The lead Hound barked at the spider to get its attention, and while the arachnid was focused on its enemy, the remaining three darted in to attack. The fight was over in seconds, and the Hound that dealt the final blow approached the dead spider and placed its front paw on the body. A small stream of blue light flowed from the arachnid to the Hound as it syphoned off its prey’s vim.
From what I’ve seen when my original pair of Hounds fed, the spiders had somewhere between one and two vim, and it would take about a hundred of them to max all four of the new Hounds. After which I planned to Unshape two of them and rank up my original Hound into a Wolf, which would leave me with enough vim to Shape two new Hounds when I got back to town.
The next spider was even easier to fight than the first. The Hounds learned a lot faster with the experienced pack leader commanding them, and were already using tactics that took my original pair a dozen of battles to master. As I walked deeper into the ruins, I allowed myself to hope that I wouldn’t have to use up any of my expensive ammunition on this trip.
✽✽✽
 
Two days later, my arquebus hadn’t left my shoulder. The Hounds were growing more and more deadly to the giant spiders, and for the past couple of fights the arachnids were discovered and dispatched before they even managed their customary surprise venom stream. Which naturally meant that it was time for the spiders to start attacking in pairs.
My Hounds were arrayed around a spider and preparing to dart in for a crippling attack when a stream of venom shot from behind one of them and covered him in sticky and poisonous liquid. A pair of the remaining Hounds immediately left their target to focus on the new threat, leaving the other two behind.
Two against one were still favorable odds for the Hounds, and they quickly settled into their familiar bait and bite routine that left the two spiders dead on the ground a few minutes later. The fifth Hound had succumbed to the venom by then, and I decided to take a break while I waited for it to reform. There was an opening in the corridor’s wall a few meters ahead of me, and I cautiously moved forward and entered another empty room.
Whatever happened to this place when the old-world was destroyed, it gave whoever was here sufficient time to pack up their valuables and leave. After two days of exploration, all I had to show for my efforts was a small metal figurine of a woman dressed in a long coat that reached almost down to her feet and wearing a large three cornered hat. It would probably fetch a good price from Darren, but I was really hoping for more.
✽✽✽
 
After two more days, I was beginning to think that I’d have to go back and take back another load of whitesteel. The spiders were coming in pairs more often than not, but my Hounds were adapting and it was a rare occasion that I lost even one of them in a fight. I figured that another day of exploration would max them out, and decided to go back as soon as I had my first Wolf.
This was when I started to notice that the ruins were changing. In the previous parts of the ruins, it looked like whoever lived there just packed up and went away. But now I was starting to see what looked like signs of a battle. At first, it was sporadic. A scorch mark on a wall here, and a hole where something with a lot more power than my arquebus hit the ceiling there. Then they started to be more and more frequent, until the extremely well preserved ruins were replaced with actual, well, ruins.
Surprisingly, though the signs around me all pointed at a huge battle that took place all over the ruins, there weren’t any bodies. Even considering the time since the old-world was destroyed and the giant spiders and rats, I’d have expected to at least find the occasional bone. But the corridors and rooms were completely cleared.
I didn’t have a way to tell the time except for the lifespans of my torches, but I think it was towards the end of the fifth day that I reached a doorway that looked to be three times as big as the regular ones.
I still hadn’t found enough goods to fill my backpack, and I figured I’d give myself one more shot at finding something worthwhile before heading back to the broken whitesteel machinery and then back to town, and the large doorway looked promising.
The room beyond the doorway must have been as large as the entire Forrester mansion. The ceiling was at least forty meters high, and the walls stretched far beyond the range of my torch. I entered the room cautiously, but as soon as my Hounds passed through the doorway they began to yelp like crazy. I could see the movement of something very large deeper in the room, and I had just enough light to realize that I’d just discovered where all of the bodies were.
Bones and bone fragments were scattered all over the floor of the large room, but by far the largest amount was concentrated into a huge mound in the middle of the room. A mound that was visibly moving as something climbed on top of it.
I had just enough time to duck back into the corridor and order my Hounds to scatter before a veritable river of spider venom splattered the floor. Knowing that the spider would need a while to recharge its venom, I took my arquebus off my shoulder and jumped back in. None of my Hounds were hit, and the five had already started their well-rehearsed bait and bite routine. Unfortunately, the Hounds were far less effective against what I now saw to be a horse-sized spider than they were against its smaller, dog-sized brethren.
I could see one of my Hounds dart in and bite the spider’s leg, but the thick chitin was too strong, and the spider kicked the offending Shape away, spitting another stream of venom on the pack mate currently holding its attention. The agile Hound leaped safely away from the venom, but I knew that it was only a matter of time before the spider managed to hit one of them.
I spent the next few minutes crouched quietly near the entrance to the room, studying the spider’s movements. Eventually, I felt confident that I could anticipate its movements, and silently ordered my Hounds to change their tactics. The next time one of them had the spider’s attention, its mate leaped up onto the spider’s back instead of down towards its legs, and started savaging the vulnerable spot between the arachnid’s abdomen and head.
The spider, feeling danger and pain for what was probably the first time since the fall of the old-world, started spinning around madly to try and throw off its tormentor. Meanwhile, I placed the long barrel of my arquebus on a fork-rest, aiming carefully at where I expected the spider to be. When I felt that everything was ready, I ordered the Hound to let go, and the spider’s frantic motions threw it away. Suddenly free, the arachnid stopped in place and spat a massive stream of venom at the Hound, catching it before it could get back to its feet after being thrown.
I had timed the Hound’s throw precisely, and the spider was standing in front of me facing towards the fallen Hound on my left. And leaving the thinnest part of its body, the bridge connecting its head to its abdomen, as a perfect target. I fired the arquebus as soon as the spider started spitting, and the lead ball smashed into the spider, tearing a hole through one of the only unarmored spots on its body. At the same time, the remaining four Hounds jumped back into the battle, striking at its eyes and the already wounded pedicel.
As soon as I fired the arquebus, I ran out of the room and started to reload it, but I needn’t have worried. By the time I stepped back into the large room, the spider was dead and my Hounds were syphoning away its large amount of vim. When the Shapes were done feeding, I sent them to check the rest of the room for more spiders, but could find nothing more that might have proven dangerous. Unwilling to postpone the gruesome task any further, I started to dig into the pile of bones for anything that might prove valuable.
This was the first time I'd run into such a large number of bodies, and as soon as I started to search the large pile, I started to feel that I should stop. That between the battle that took place here and the spiders, these people’s bodies had been through enough. I knew that rationally these people were long dead, and far beyond caring what happened to their bodies. But the more I dug through that pile, the worse my feeling got, and a few minutes after starting the search, I had to give up. I’d already found old-world coins worth more than my entire haul of whitesteel, and I knew that there was more. But I just couldn’t make myself continue.
Having given up on the bodies, I turned to searching the rest of the room. I had no idea what this place was used for, and between the damage from a large battle, the ravages of time and the corrosive nature of the spider venom, there was very little left intact. It was only towards the back of the room that I finally ran into something that wasn’t burned, broken, decomposed or corroded.
The first hint that I was getting close to something important was the signs of battle vanishing. The walls of the room were as scorched and shattered as the corridor leading to it, but the far wall was almost completely whole. It was as if whoever it was who'd fought here, both sides went to extreme measures to ensure that this one part of the room remained unharmed. Time and the spiders were less delicate, of course, and I could see their signs on the wall, but the battle seemed to have passed it by.
In the center of the intact part of the wall was standing a single wooden cabinet, which looked familiar in a way I couldn’t immediately place. As I got closer, I could see that the cabinet was virtually identical to the one holding the Hound Pattern in the Forrester mansion. Except that it must have been twice as tall, and three times as wide. Excitement quickened my heartbeat as I approached what might just be the greatest jackpot I would ever hit, and I carefully raised my hand to open the wooden doors.
As soon as I touched the knob, the entire wooden structure started to crumble. It had survived undisturbed for hundreds of years, but the ravages of time had rotted it to the point where a mere touch was enough to bring it down. I closed my eyes against the dust and the disappointment, and backed away coughing. When the dust settled down a few minutes later, I opened my eyes and looked at the devastation of my momentary hope, and my breath caught in my throat.
A large tapestry was still hanging on a metal frame where the cabinet once stood. The bright white cloth was covered by abstract, dark blue shapes, all expanding from two circles that stood at the perfect height for me to reach out and touch.
This was the largest Pattern I’d ever seen. Which admittedly wasn’t saying much, since the only ones I’d seen where in the Forrester mansion, and while the Forresters were the richest family around, they really weren’t that important in terms of the older, more established parts of the kingdom. Nevertheless, I’d done enough reading to know that most Patterns were about two meters tall and half a meter wide. Some, like the Horse or the Ox Patterns, were a meter wide. But nothing even close to what I saw before me.
There was no way to know what this Pattern would Shape, of course. Nobody had ever been able to guess at a Pattern’s purpose. It was generally accepted that bigger Patterns required more vim to Shape and gave rise to stronger Shapes, but the only way to know for precisely what Shape a Pattern held was to infuse it.
Not that it really mattered, of course. A Pattern, any Pattern, is the doorway to incredible riches. The Forresters went from minor merchants to a minor noble family when they found the Guard Pattern Darren’s Sentinels were based off. It was also the doorway to incredible danger, since people have been known to go to war over Patterns. And I was not even close to being in a position to protect myself against the kinds of enemies I’d make once it became known I had this.
In the end, I had two options. I could leave the Pattern here and forget about it until I became a much stronger and more established Shaper. It might take me years, but I was determined to become prominent enough to own and be able to protect my own Patterns. Of course, the longer the Pattern remained here, the higher the chance that someone else will find it. People were bound to notice that I came back from these ruins with good hauls, and would eventually follow me here.
The other option was to sell it. This one find would net me enough gold to buy access to , if not hundreds of Shapings, saving me years of scavenging. It might even be enough to buy me a marriage into a Shaper family. But just the thought of giving it away twisted my stomach with intense distaste.
I couldn’t decide what course to take. Thinking that knowing what Pattern this was would help me make up my mind, I reached up and placed my hands on the circles. I had no vim, of course, but I could feel the pull as soon as I touched the Pattern. And it was a lot stronger than the pull from the Hound Pattern. I reached towards one of my Hounds and Unshaped it. The vim inside the Hounds would give me an indication of how much I’d need to fully activate it, and if I end up deciding to abort it, I’d still be able to Unshape a second Hound and rank up a Wolf.
The vim flowed into the Pattern, lighting it up with a pale blue light. The maxed out Hound, which held forty vim, was enough to light up a fifth of the large tapestry, leaving me with an even bigger dilemma. If I Unshaped all of my Hounds, I’d be able to activate whatever this was. On the other hand, it’d leave me with nothing except whatever this was. A Pattern that required two hundred vim for its first rank was bound to be huge and powerful, but with no other Shape left, I won’t be able to keep it if I wanted to keep advancing.
Except, I still had that skystone. I could Unshape my Hounds, add in the vim from the skystone, and keep twenty vim for myself, which I’d be able to use for my next step. And I wouldn’t even be wasting the ‘stone, since whatever this was, it was bound to benefit from the elemental alignment. And it was likely to be the strongest Shape I’d ever have anyway.
Mind made up, I drew the vim back into myself and raised my hands from the Pattern. Searching quickly through my backpack I took out the skystone and held it in my right hand. I reached out and placed my left hand and the skystone on the Pattern, and the stone immediately started to crumble as the vim was sucked inside. I added the Hound’s vim and reached out to Unshape the rest of the pack one by one. When the last Hound was gone, I finally felt that the Pattern was fully activated, and the remaining vim stayed within me.
Blue fog started to creep out of the Pattern. It continued to flow for long minutes, far more of it than I’d seen when I used the Hound pattern. My arms were starting to ache from being held against the Pattern for so long when, eventually, the pattern went dark and the fog started coalescing. This, too, took a lot longer than it took for the Hounds to manifest, but eventually I started to see a large dark Shape in the middle of the fog. The fog itself was finally starting to thin, and finally, what must have been half an hour since I started to activate the Pattern, my new Shape became visible.




Chapter 4 – Cerulean Swift
It was light blue, with light grey highlights, and was, without doubt, the biggest Shape I’d ever heard of. Ten meters long, a meter and a half wide and eleven meters tall. Bigger than even the Elephant Shapes from a Pattern that was discovered in the southern parts of the world.
It was also a boat. I wasn’t an expert on boats, but from what little time I spent near the river, it seemed to be a cutter. Specifically,  a strange hybrid between a rowing and a sailing cutter. It had a shallow V-shaped hull, and a square stern, tapering towards a pointed bow. A small cabin, perhaps two meters long and as wide across as the hull, stood near the stern of the boat, and a single mast rose halfway towards the bow. It had three different sails, all rolled and tied up. I knew that each one had its own name and purpose, but I had no idea which was which. At the bow of the boat I could see a large wooden steering wheel, along with what looked like a large lever that the pilot could reach easily without leaving their position. In front of the wheel was what looked like a large arbalest on a swivel mount, and though I could see no ammunition for it on the deck, I could guess that it would use temporary Shapings called Ephemera to generate bolts.
Unlike any other boat I’d ever seen, it also had two fan-like horizontal sails, one on each side. They ran from about halfway between the mast and the bow to about a quarter of the way between the mast and stern, and were, at the moment, folded up neatly and lying against the hull.
Last but not least, the boat had what appeared to be four legs supporting it in an upright position on the ground.
Needless to say, this was very much not what I’d expected to see. Shapes varied greatly in size and utility, but as far as I knew were all modeled after living beings. A Hound was, at its core, a dog. It had the instincts of a dog, the senses of a dog and the body of a dog. It moved like a dog, hunted like a dog and fought like a dog. What made it useful was the advantages it had over a living dog. Shapes were absolutely obedient to the Shaper, needed no food or water, and weren’t limited by an animal’s lifespan. A boat, on the other hand, was a boat. The only real advantage I could see was that a Shaped boat would repair itself if damaged. But that would be of very little help to the Shaper, who would probably drown long before the boat could reform.
What was even worse was that boats tend to require water to function. This one was sitting very nicely on its legs, but I couldn’t imagine what it would take to move it back up the corridors and outside, and even if I could, the river was three days walk away. Three days walk without carrying a boat, that is. And then, assuming I managed to get it to a river, I had absolutely no idea how to handle a boat. If I even could handle it on my own. For all I knew, it required a full crew to sail.
The thing is, the old-worlders were smart. They knew a lot more than we did, and could do things we could only dream of. If they went to the trouble of making such a large Pattern that required so much vim, they must have had a reason. I curbed my disappointment, and approached the boat. I was determined to examine it more closely before writing it off as a loss and going back to town to sell the Pattern and reuse the vim.
There was a gangplank attached to the boat, and getting aboard was as easy as walking up a shallow incline. The gangplank was at the bow of the boat, since the horizontal sails blocked off the center, and I went up a short ladder to look at the wheel. I knew that spinning the wheel would move the boat’s rudder, which I remembered seeing near the stern, but I had no idea what the lever was for, so I pulled it. The boat shuddered for a bit, and when I looked back I could see the horizontal sails fanning out. When the lever reached the backward position, the sails were fully extended, and I could feel that I’d now be able to press the lever down. So I did.
In hindsight, if my mind hadn’t been completely locked on the fact that boat equals water, I’d have recognized the ‘horizontal sails’ for what they were. As it was, it took a full cycle of the things flapping down, folding themselves, rising back up and extending again for me to realize that I was looking at a pair of bat-like wings. My revelation was helped along by the boat slowly rising up into the air. It still seemed strange that a pair of wings were enough to get the entire boat up into the air, but vim could do things that would otherwise be unimaginable.
It took a bit more trial and error, but I soon realized that pulling the lever back up would stop the boat from rising and make it hover in place, and that raising it above its original position would cause the boat to slowly lose height. I could also see that the legs retracted on their own as soon as the boat rose more than a meter above the ground, and extended again when I tried to land.
My earlier disappointment had completely vanished by that point. A boat would have been of little use for me. A flying boat was a completely different matter. I still had no idea how to properly handle a boat, and I still probably needed a crew, but those were issues I could probably deal with.
I brought the boat down to a landing and retracted the wings, and went back to exploring it. The mast looked, at least to me, the same as in any other boat. I could make neither heads nor tails of the confusing mass of ropes, crossbeams and sails, and knew that I was a long way from being able to sail it.
Between the mast and the stern cabin, I could see a hatch leading into the hull itself. Opening it revealed a large space, which I knew could be used to store cargo. Assuming I could get this thing to sail, I’d be able to easily carry all of the whitesteel in the machinery room back to town in one trip. I’d also be able to stow away the Pattern, and maybe rig something to hide it in case someone else came aboard.
The stern cabin had a narrow cot taking up the entirety of the right side and a small cabinet took all of the remaining space on the far wall. A folding desk could be pulled down to where it would be the perfect height for a person sitting on the bed to write on. A round window was set into each of the two side walls, and a small lamp burned with a fireless light above the desk. The cabinet door could only be opened when the desk was folded, and covered the window on the left side. A long blue coat with two rows of buttons hung in the cabinet, and looked long enough to reach my knees if I wore it. A large, deep blue three cornered hat hung right above it.
None of which I’d noticed at the time, since my eyes caught on an intricate, abstract tapestry hanging on the inside of the cabinet door.
A Shape that contains another Pattern within it was just one more unheard-of thing in a long chain of unheard-of things, and really wasn’t that big a shock after seeing the flying Boat itself. It was a regular size Pattern, not the huge one that let me Shape the Boat. A different Pattern was possibly even better for me, since I planned on taking the Boat Pattern with me anyway. All of which, of course, was not to say that I wasn’t going to test the new Pattern before doing anything else. I placed my hands on the circles, and could feel the pull on my vim. I let it flow into the Pattern, and it took half of what I had, which placed it on the same vim cost as the Hound Pattern.
The familiar blue fog flowed out of the Pattern, coalesced next to me, and formed into a humanoid Shape. The Shape was average sized, about a hundred and seventy centimeters, and with a fit build. He, for the Shape was of a male model, was barefoot, and wearing short canvas pants and a striped white and red sleeveless shirt, with a red bandana covering his hair. The only weapon he bore was a short dagger tucked into his waistband.
All in all, despite the hundreds of years since the old-world was destroyed, the Shape looked nearly indistinguishable from the deckhands manning the boats traveling up and down the river that passed through Gerald’s Rest, and I immediately dubbed it the Deckhand Shape. At my order, the Deckhand went to work and quickly unfurled the sails, validating my hunch that the Pattern was meant to supply crew for the Boat. I Shaped a second Deckhand with the rest of my vim. I’d seen boats of this size before, and a crew of three should be enough to operate it. Of course, I still didn’t know how to handle my part of things, but I had a hunch on how to solve the problem.
Patterns, at least the ones I’d seen before, were never wasteful. A Horse Shape might come with a basic saddle, but never an ornate one. A Guard Pattern might include a weapon and armor, but never banners or crests. Which meant that the coat and hat hanging in the cabinet had a purpose. I took the coat down and draped it around me, and placed the hat on my head, hoping that  like the Deckhands automatically knew how to do their duties, the clothing would impart to me the knowledge needed to command the Boat.
At first, nothing happened. I was getting worried again that I wouldn’t be able to get the Boat flying, but as soon as I looked at the unfurled sails I suddenly knew how to angle them to properly catch the wind, and how to turn the Boat itself to sail close hauled and into the wind. I smiled, knowing that I’d be able to sail my new Shape, and had just gained access to a Pattern that would let me recycle Shapes and raise vim without having to pay anyone. I still needed to get the Boat out of the ruins, but I had a feeling that the old-worlders who built this place wouldn’t have placed the Pattern here without providing a way to get the Shapes it made out. The door to the room was certainly big enough for the Boat, and so was the corridor outside, and I knew that the Deckhands were perfectly capable of pushing the hovering Boat even without any wind.
Before leaving the room, I ordered the Deckhands to furl the sails, and then carefully removed the Boat Pattern from its frame, rolled it up and stowed it in the hold. With that done, I took my place in front of the wheel and raised the Boat to a height of a few centimeters above the floor. There was a trick to handling the wing lever, which enabled me to fold the wings while still keeping the Boat floating. It wouldn’t let me fly higher than half a meter, but was perfect for pushing the Boat through the corridors. With the Deckhands pushing and myself using the wheel to aid in turning the Boat, I left the room.
My first order of business was to load up the remaining whitesteel, which I now suspected was an old-world machine that made skystones. There was really no other rationale to having a Boat Pattern in a location that was completely inaccessible to water, and it certainly explained finding a skystone inside whatever it was. It was a pity the device was too broken to restore, as a supply of elemental stones would have been very welcome, but even before I took some of the whitesteel to sell the machine wasn’t in any condition to be restored, even if I could find someone who knew enough about old-world artefacts to try and repair it.
I couldn’t get the Boat all the way to the machinery, since the corridors were narrower in that part of the ruins, but I could get closer before starting to haul the whitesteel by hand. There were a few spiders on the way, but the captain’s clothing informed me that the arbalest mounted on the Boat could indeed Shape Ephemera bolts for itself, and I found that unlike my crossbow, the arbalest was certainly large enough to pierce the spiders’ carapace. I got another small surprise the first time I killed a spider when the Deckhands syphoned away its vim and I could feel some of it flow into the Boat itself. It definitely made sense, when I thought about it. The Boat certainly felt like it could hold more vim, and I could tell that it was capable of ranking up eventually, so it had to have a way to actually gain that vim.
Things got a bit dicier when I reached the narrower corridors, since I was down to two Deckhands and had no idea how they would fare in combat. Precisely as I expected, the first spider managed to surprise the Deckhands and cover one of them with venom, but the second charged at it with his dagger and managed to do some damage before the spider could spit again. I had to use my arquebus to finish that spider off and then wait for my Shapes to reform, but by the next one, the Deckhands knew what to expect and managed to avoid the initial spray and take down the spider together without further damage.
With the Deckhands helping me carry things, it only took two trips to get all of the whitesteel, and after loading it all on the Boat, the Deckhands shoved it almost all the way back to the Pattern room. I’d made sure to check, and the path to the exit was big enough to get the Boat out, but getting it out would crush the raspberry bush enough that the entrance would be completely visible, and since I was no longer limited by what I could actually carry, I wanted to get as much out of the ruins as I could before leaving.
And so, ordering my two Deckhands to lead the way, I went back to exploring the ruin.
There was very little left in the ruin, other than the big pile I was still unwilling to dig through. I did find some more spiders, but not enough to max out my Deckhands. I loaded up what little I could find and ordered the Deckhands to push the Boat to the exit, and through the raspberry bush. There wasn’t anyone waiting outside, and after the Boat was clear of the exit, I had the Deckhands board and pulled the lever to get high enough that it’d be unlikely for anyone to notice the blue Shape against the sky.
Sailing a flying boat was a truly exhilarating experience. I was far above the height of the treetops, and the wind blew steadily, letting the Boat pick up speed. I stood behind the wheel with the wind ruffling my hair and laughed with delight. The three day walk back to town took mere hours in the flying Boat, which still gave me time to consider what to do when I got back.
The two Deckhands I had were each about halfway to full, and I wasn’t in a rush to Unshape them for the vim. On the other hand, having a Pattern of my own meant that I didn’t have to pay when cycling Shapes anyway, and it was still a good idea to have some diversity. The Deckhands were far better at sailing than at fighting, and I’d need something more combat oriented to reinforce them. With the vim I had, I could Unshape one Deckhand and get two new Shapes from the Forrester Patterns, and recycle the other Deckhand to Shape two new ones when I was back to the Boat. I dismissed the thought of getting a new pair of the Hounds I’d been using before out of hand. They were good for exploring the ruins, but wouldn’t work as well on the Boat.
Hawks, which the Forresters had a Pattern for, would probably be very good for me, since they were flying and not limited to the Boat itself. Not to mention the possibility of having a source of Blast Crystal at some point in the future if I could get my hand on a flamestone.
A couple of Guards would have worked as well since they’d be able to function as marines, but the Forresters charged a lot more for a Guard Shaping than they did for the other Shapes. I wasn’t quite sure why, but they did.
The final two Patterns the Forresters had were Horse, which was completely useless to me, and Spider which I was very firmly against after the last couple of weeks.
Flying Shapes weren’t exactly common, but wind aligned Horses could rank up into pegasi, and some of the Eagle variants were big enough to ride, so flight wasn’t completely unheard of. Nevertheless, a flying Boat was different. It could handle more goods and even passengers than any other flying Shape, and would certainly be noticed. In the end, I decided to leave the boat out of sight and trek back to town with just my backpack on. I left the Captain’s Attire, as I’d decided to call the coat and hat, on the boat, and ordered the Deckhands to take it up high enough it won’t be found.
My entrance into Gerald’s Rest wasn’t any different from last time, and I made my way into the welcoming common room of the Boar and Barrel. Darren was sitting at his usual table, and waved at me when I entered.
“Back so soon, Jack? I thought you’d be out for at least another week this trip.”
“Hey Darren. I got lucky and managed to get a full pack, so there wasn’t much point to staying.”
We both stopped talking to watch the extremely distracting spectacle of Mable approaching us. I once again had to down almost an entire mug of ale to wet my mouth enough to order dinner, and it was only after Mable’s equally distracting rear had vanished into the kitchen that Darren and I went back to our conversation.
“If you’ve got artefacts to sell, I’m afraid you’re not going to like what I have to say,” he started once we could concentrate again. “My father heard about your latest haul, and he wants the location of your ruin. I’m not allowed to buy anything from you, and you won’t be allowed to access the Patterns until you agree to lead us.”
“That’s bull, Darren. I’ve never heard of anyone being forced to reveal a scavenging location like this.”
“It’s not exactly new, Jack. Scavengers have been following and bribing each other since the old-world fell and we realized they left us things worth taking.”
“Of course I know that. I’ve had my share of losing tails before. But it’s never been like this, with your family using their influence to force the issue.”
“You’re right,” he visibly deflated. “It’s low, and it’s nasty and for what it’s worth, I hate it and I’m sorry. But I can’t trade with you.”
“I can go to Owen. He already said he’d buy more whitesteel if I had it.”
“He won’t buy it,” he sighed. “He’ll lose too much on commissions from my family if he does. And even if one of us were to buy your stuff, there’s no way Aunt Eve will let you near the Patterns against Father’s word.”
My roasted hen had arrived by then, and I took a while to concentrate on my food and ostensibly to think about Darren’s demands. The truth was though, that as outraged as I was at this blatant abuse of the Forresters’ influence, I’d already decided to accept their terms. As far as they knew, I was trapped and had no way to avoid doing what they wanted, since the nearest town was a week’s travel away, and the Shaper family there wouldn't even meet with me without a letter of introduction that only the Forresters could give me. There was also the fact that I pretty much cleaned out those ruins, with the exception of the pile of bodies. And Darren’s father was more than welcome to that.
And while having my own Pattern made me less dependant on them for Shape cycling and raising vim, I still needed access to other Patterns for variety and a more well-rounded team.
“Fine,” I only had to half-feign my disgust. “But I’m only taking you with me. I have a couple of secrets I want to keep, and I don’t trust anyone else in your family with them.”
“Thanks, Jack. And again, I’m sorry about this. I wouldn’t be doing this if I was head of the family.”
“Whatever, Darren. I really don’t want to talk to you any more right now.”
I left the Boar and went to find Owen’s smithy, and after assuring him that I was willing to do what the Forresters wanted, he bought another load of whitesteel from me. I still had some of the metal stored in my hold, but the amount I got from him would be enough for my needs.
It was early in the afternoon when I got back to the Boar, and after paying for a room and a bath, I took a long soak to get rid of the dust and cobwebs from the ruins. With some gold in my pocket and without the need to spend all of it on Shaping, I left the bath in search of Mable.
I found her in the kitchen taking a break after the lunch hour rush.
“Hey Jacky,” she smiled sultrily at me. “Come for a little taste of serving wench?”
“As a matter of fact, I did,” I answered with a smile of my own. “Care to join me in my room?”
She set down her mug of ale and rose to her feet, straightening her skirt and tugging her shirt down to properly display her assets. “I would be delighted. I was beginning to fear you weren’t interested.”
“And I was beginning to fear I’d never be able to afford it, but I got lucky in my last scavenging trip.”
“And you’re going to get lucky again now,” she giggled.
Laughing, I took her arm and led her upstairs to my room. As soon as I closed the door behind us, I shoved her up against it, lifted her hands above her head and kissed her. Her mouth opened eagerly under my assault and her tongue slipped into my own open mouth. She tasted sweet, with a hint of the Boar and Barrel’s rich ale on her breath. I pressed my body against hers, feeling her large firm breasts against my chest. I held both of her wrists in one hand and brought the other down and under her shirt to caress the smooth skin at her side, then raised it up to grasp the supple globe.
The kiss ended what could have been an eternity later, but was probably just a couple of minutes. “Oooh. I didn’t take you for the aggressive type, Jacky.” The breathless beauty whispered. “I like it.”
“I’ve wanted to do this for a long time,” I gasped, breathing hard myself.
It’s been months since I’d been with a woman, and even then she wasn’t close to Mable’s beauty, and I was rock hard after just that one kiss. But I wanted to take my time and enjoy the serving girl’s curvaceous body properly.
Still holding her hands over her head, I leaned in and kissed the corner of her mouth, then slowly kissed and licked my way down her jaw and towards her neck. Her skin tasted of the light sweat she’d worked up during the lunch rush, and the combination of her own sweet scent and the light salty taste was driving me wild. I reached the juncture of her neck and shoulder and bit down gently, drawing a gasp of pleasure from her mouth.
Breaking away from her for a few seconds, I fumbled at the strings of her shirt and managed to pull it up over her head. I twisted it so it caught her hands and pushed it back against the door, and reached down to take her hard nipple into my mouth. I was rewarded by another, louder, gasp, and she started to grind against me. Keeping the sweet nipple in my mouth, I placed my hand on the small of her back and then caressed down and under her skirt until I could grasp her firm cheek and squeeze it.
As much as I wanted this to last, I couldn’t wait any more and I released her to hastily remove my clothes. Mable also took the opportunity to finish undressing, and I took a minute to look at her magnificently nude body. Her skin was milky white and completely unblemished, and she was completely hairless below the neck. Her legs, fit from hours of running back and forth from kitchen to common room, led up to wide hips and a large, firm ass. Her waist was narrower, but not nearly as narrow as the corseted ladies in the richer parts of town. Her mouth-watering breasts were large and firm, and had barely begun to sag, and her nipples were still hard enough to poke into my skin when I closed and embraced her again.
I backed her up towards the bed and shoved her on her back, and she giggled again when I caught her thighs and spread them. I leaned in for another deep kiss, then leaned back to enter her. She was wet and tight and warm, and it took all of my willpower not to release immediately as I slid all the way in.
“You feel so good!” I whispered to her, still not moving and trying to hold on.
“Mmm. Nice and hard. Just the way I like it.” She moaned.
I almost lost it then, and had to force myself to remember some of the less savory parts of my explorations to help me hold on. When I felt back in control, I started thrusting in and out. Her tight channel gripped me whenever I pulled back and then released to let me back in. Mable was moaning loudly, and I myself couldn’t get enough air to speak. I settled down into a slow and steady rhythm, and then leaned forward to take her nipple back into my mouth. She gasped and her arms and legs locked around me, holding me to her as I continued moving.
“I’m safe,” she managed to breath between moans and gasps. “I want you… inside me…”
In all honesty, I wasn’t at all sure I’d be able to stop, but her words spurred me even more, and I began to increase the speed of my thrusts. Her moans came louder and quicker, and eventually rose into a wordless scream as she clenched down around me, causing me to lose the remnants of my control. I felt my muscles locking in bliss as my member pulsed inside her, releasing months of pent up need.
When I was done, I collapsed on top of her breathlessly. We remained that way for long minutes before she finally released her hold and I rolled over to her side. She raised herself to look at me and gave me a light kiss. “This was absolutely wonderful, Jacky. I wish I could stay and cuddle, but I need to get cleaned up before dinner.”
She got dressed while I just lay there looking at her and enjoying my lassitude, then opened my purse, took a silver coin, blew me a kiss and left.
✽✽✽
 
I was in a much better mood the following morning when I left the Boar and headed towards the Forrester mansion. My tryst with Mable was followed by a good dinner, sleep in a soft bed, and a hearty breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon. Darren was waiting for me when I got to the mansion, and accompanied me into the Pattern room. He raised an eyebrow in interest when I approached the Hawk Pattern instead of the Hound, but didn’t say anything until I was finished Shaping a pair of the birds.
“I thought it was about time for you to start diversifying, but I’d have thought a Horse would come first, since your recent haul was limited by what you could carry.”
“A Horse won’t do me that much good right now,” I answered evasively. “Hawks are much better for what I have in mind.”
“Which you aren’t going to tell me about, right?” he said astutely.
“Not here, at least. I’m not very happy about your family for some reason.”
“For some reason,” he agreed, and followed me in silence as I went to the market to buy a far larger amount of food than I was used to packing.
“You won’t be able to carry much loot with your backpack full of jerky and cheese,” Darren pointed out, probing for more information.
I just shrugged in answer and shouldered my full backpack. I could almost feel Darren’s curiosity as we walked through the gates and left the town behind, and I took a perverse pleasure in tormenting him. Eventually, I felt that we’d left Gerald’s Rest far enough behind us to prevent anyone from seeing the Boat, and I stopped and turned to him.
“Where are you Hounds?” he asked before I could say anything. “Even if you didn’t Shape new ones today, you should still have three or four of them from last time.”
“That’s part of my secret, and before I tell you anything I need you to swear that you won’t tell anyone what you’re about to see and hear.”
“You know that I’m loyal to my family, Jack. I can’t promise anything that will hurt them.”
“This isn’t anything that might hurt your family, but it’ll really hurt me if people learned about it. I know that you’ll keep your word if you give it, just like I know it was Owen and not you who told your family about my last haul.”
“Figured that out, huh? The old blabbermouth was telling everyone and anyone that he had a source of whitesteel and was accepting commissions.”
“A blabbermouth all the way. He actually told me it was his fault and gave me a higher rate for my second load of ‘steel.”
“That’s nice of him,” Darren sobered up. “What if I tell you I can’t promise?”
“We’ll walk to the almost empty ruin I got the whitesteel from so I can show you where it is.”
“And?”
“And nothing. I promised to tell your family about the ruin, and I will. Anything else you’ll have to live without.”
“Fine. You have my word that I won’t tell my family about your secret, as long as it doesn’t actively hurt them.”
“Thank you,” I smiled.
“Well?” he said half a minute later. “What’s this big secret you were so mysterious about?”
I smiled wider and pointed up, and wished I had a way to capture his expression when he caught sight of the Boat descending towards us.
“What…” he sputtered. “What is that?”
“My Boat,” I said when the Boat settled down besides us.
“It’s a flying boat,” He said wonderingly. “How is it that you have a flying boat?”
The sole remaining Deckhand left its position near the wheel and went to lower the gangplank, and I started climbing it.
“Are you coming?” Darren was still standing with his mouth open and looking at the Boat. At my question, he shook his head wildly for a moment and ran up to join me, followed closely by his Sentinels.
I left the Deckhand to deal with the gangplank and went straight to the wheel to raise the Boat back to a safe height. With the sails all furled, it would stay immobile in the same spot unless a major storm hit it. That’s how I knew precisely where to go when I left town. The Boat hadn’t moved from the position I left it at.
“Give me a couple of minutes to get us underway, and then I’ll explain everything,” I told Darren and headed to the cabin. I needed to Unshape the Deckhand and Shape two new ones to properly sail the Boat, and I needed the Attire to be able to captain it. It was still strange to me how I could learn all about how to captain a flying Boat when I was wearing it and then forget everything completely when I took it off.
Darren was in an even bigger shock when I came back out. “They’re Shapes?” he asked in a shrill voice. “You have a Pattern now?”
I motioned him over to the wheel and started telling him about the giant spider and finding the Boat Pattern. The Deckhands took five minutes to unfurl the sails and prepare the Boat for sailing, and I continued the tale while piloting us in the direction of the ruins.
“There’s no way I would have believed any of this if I wasn’t standing on a blasted Flying Boat,” he shook his head when I was done. “No wonder you don’t want any more Hounds. Though I wonder why you didn’t go for some Guards.”
“The Deckhands are decent in a fight, and I wanted some scouting ability for now. I’ll probably get some Guards at a later point though.”
“It’s definitely going to be easier for you with a Pattern of your own to cycle with. Blast it. No wonder you wanted me to promise I won’t tell my family about this. Father will move mountains to get those Patterns out of your hands.”
“Yeah. I’m still not a hundred percent sure telling you was the right thing, but I needed to tell someone, you know?”
“Yeah, I get it. Hard not to just shout something like this out for everyone to hear. Don’t worry, Jack. I’ll keep your secret. Father will just have to live without knowing about it.”
“Thank you, Darren.”
“With all of this, there’s still one thing I can’t believe though.”
“What’s that?”
“You’ve got this fantastic flying Boat, and you’re flying it around, and you still haven’t gotten around to naming it?”
“Naming it? Why would I need to name a Shape?”
“It’s a Boat, Jack. Boats need a name. That’s the rule.”
“There’s no way that’s an actual rule Darren.”
“It’s an immutable law of the universe. A boat needs a name.”
“So what do I call it? I’m really lousy with names.”
“Fortunately for you, you have me here! Let me see,” he pondered for a few minutes. “I’ve got it! Your Boat is the Cerulean Swift! Like those blue birds the farmers like so much.”
“The Cerulean Swift,” I repeated the name to see how it felt. “It really does fit, doesn’t it?”
I have to admit, Darren’s company made the trip back to the ruin a lot more pleasant. I’d been spending most of my time for the past few years alone or in the company of my Shapes, and it was nice to have someone to talk to. I was on good terms with Darren, but it wasn't like I had too much time to spend socializing with him. Not that Darren was a very talkative man, on the occasions that I did spend an evening drinking with him. He'd always clammed down whenever the talk turned to personal matters.
It might have been the wonder of the long sail that caused him to drop his guard, or possibly some lingering shame at blackmailing me into taking him to ‘my’ ruins, but whatever the reason, he was a bit more forthcoming aboard the Swift, and we talked a bit about our very different lives.
My parents were decently successful bakers. They had a small shop in town, and while they never catered to the richer clientele, they never had a problem supporting themselves and their children. When I was sixteen, a gang of bandits led by a rogue Shaper attacked the town. Darren’s grandfather, Gerald Forrester, was a powerful Shaper himself and gave his life repelling the bandits. But not before they rampaged through the marketplace and killed everyone they encountered. Including my parents.
My elder brother, Richard, inherited the bakery, and would have gladly employed me if I showed even the slightest sign of interest, but I was determined not to be vulnerable to the next gang of bandits, and the day after the funeral I was on my way to the ruins to scavenge.  Richard never accepted my choice. He always claimed that we were bakers, and should remain bakers. We didn’t part on the best of terms, and never managed to patch things up, and it’d been at least half a year since I was last at the bakery.
Darren was an only child, and his entire family was his grandfather Gerald, his father and his aunt Evelyn. His father was a harsh man and all business even with family, so that Darren had only access to a small stipend to live from, and if he wanted anything more, he had to get it himself. It was only when we reached the ruins and I brought the Swift down to land that I realized he never once mentioned his mother, and that his story was full of omissions and glossed-over parts.
I tried to ask him about her, but he jumped down from the Boat as soon as the gangplank was down. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes,” he said and vanished into a nearby bush.
I shrugged and waited until he reappeared, smoothing down his ruffled shirt. “OK. I’ll want to take a peek at the ruins, and then you can take me back.”
I could tell that the businesslike Darren I was used to dealing with was back, and that there wouldn’t have been any point to asking him for any further details, so I called for my Hawks and one of the Deckhands to join me while the remaining Deckhand brought the Swift back up.
There were still a few spiders left that I’d missed on my last exploration, but Darren’s Sentinels were strong enough to take a full venom blast without even blinking, and nothing in the ruins was even a little dangerous to them. Strangely enough, both of his Sentinels were maxed out and he left the vim for my own Shapes to syphon.
I showed him the now-empty room where I found the whitesteel, and the large room where I fought the giant spider. The bone pile was still there, and I mentioned that I didn’t search through it and there might still be something worthwhile inside, but his face showed as much distaste as I myself felt at the thought of sifting through it.
“Well,” he said a half hour later after we left the ruins and were waiting for the Swift to descend. “You did tell me you more or less emptied it.”
“Yeah. I’d say your father got the raw end of that deal, but it’s not like it actually cost him anything.”
“Nothing other than your good will, which I have a hunch will be more important than he expected soon enough.”
I didn’t have a good reply to that, and we waited in silence for the Boat. We spent the way back to town in a comfortable silence, which I didn’t want to ruin by asking about the things he left out from his story. It was getting towards evening when we got back to town, and I once again stopped the Swift far enough away that we could land unseen and approach the town on foot.
“What are you going to do now?” Darren asked on the way back to the Boar and Barrel. “I'll tell my father that the ruins were close by, and completely empty, but even if he doesn’t do anything about them, you’ve pretty much cleaned them out already.”
“I haven’t actually thought about it yet,” I answered. “I still have whitesteel on board, and I’m not nearly as desperate for gold as I was before. I guess most of what I need now is vim, so I’ll probably head out beyond the border and do some monster clears.”
“Might want to start out small though. Those Hawks of yours are far better scouts than they are fighters, and your Deckhands aren’t precisely combat oriented Shapes themselves.”
“Sure, but I can go after the ground bound ones. Keep up and out of range, and use the arbalest to help the Hawks out.”
“Heh. You do seem to have the head for this sort of thing. When you go out there, don’t be a stranger, Jack. I don’t think the loner life is good for you.”
“You’re probably right,” I agreed. “I’ll make sure to come back every now and then.”
“Good,” he clasped my hand and then left to head towards his family mansion. “See that you do.”




Chapter 5 – The Wilds
I left town early the next morning with two Deckhands, two Hawks and enough supplies to last for a month and headed away from the settled lands.
It’s a fairly established fact that the old-worlders’ population covered the entire world. When the old-world was destroyed most of the land was wiped out, leaving isolated pockets of civilization scattered without any discernible pattern. The kingdom of Arianor, of which Gerald’s Rest was a part of, originated in one of those isolated spots and we’ve met, and clashed, with several others.
Even worse than the wiping out of the old-worlder’s civilization was the shattering of the world. The scholars claim that the continent was once one big mass of land, surrounded by unimaginably huge bodies of water. When the old-world was destroyed, the continent was shattered and its fragments were flung into the sky, where they float ever since. Arianor stood on the largest flying island we knew about, and there were hundreds of smaller islands floating around, above and below us.
We didn’t know how large the island was, so we couldn’t estimate how much of it was settled, but nobody doubted that the wild parts were far larger than the settled ones. And the wilds were populated by bandits, beasts and monsters.
The distinction between which was not always clear cut. Vim was generated by every living thing. A healthy human would generate about one unit of vim per year, and could hold up to twenty. Other creatures had different generation rates and capacities, with larger creatures generally generating and holding more vim than smaller ones.
In most cases, excess vim would dissipate into the surrounding. In some extremely rare cases, however, the excess would remain inside the creature, and when enough of it accumulated, the creature would change in a way that let it hold more vim, becoming what was known as ‘warped’. The giant spiders I’d fought in the ruins were a good example. At some point, a single spider in the ruins must have accumulated excess vim, and the excess enlarged it. Its progeny inherited its size, and within a few generations the ruins were overrun with giant spiders.
The same could happen to people, of course, and it's an accepted theory that vim excess gave rise to the elves, dwarves and other humanoid races we’d run across. It was even possible for a person to intentionally take in an excess of vim through Shaping, harvesting and Unshaping and artificially induce changes, though actually controlling those changes was chancy at best.
The bottom line of all this is that in the hundreds of years since the old-world fell, the beasts in the wilds had more than enough time to change, and you could never know what you might run across. This was part of the reason that settling the land was such a slow process. You couldn’t just build a village where fire breathing cows might run over it. You had to clear the dangerous warped before you could bring people in.
The thing was, the kingdom maintained manned outposts at the borders with the wilds. But the soldiers stationed in them weren’t there to clear out the warped. They were there to stop things from crossing into the settled lands. It generally took a rich man with a lot of private guards or a powerful Shaper to clear out land, after which they’d get the title to that territory and the kingdom would build new outposts at the new border. But between expansions, the kingdom was content to guard the borders.
Which meant that the warped were free to roam about and breed, unless somebody entered the wilds to thin them out.
And that was the job I planned on doing, at least for a while.
The closest Outer Outpost to Gerald’s Rest was two weeks away on foot, which translated to about two days of sailing. As was becoming my new habit, I stopped the Cerulean Swift out of sight of the Outpost and approached on foot, accompanied by my Hawks and one of the Deckhands. As I was coming from inside the kingdom, the guards didn’t seem alarmed to see me and let me approach.
Outer Outposts were always located at the border between land that was ‘cleared’ of dangerous warplife and the wilds. They were placed a day’s ride from each other, and constantly patrolled to ensure that nothing dangerous could enter the settled lands.
They weren’t always successful, of course. The occasional lucky beast or crafty band of raiders would manage to get past the patrols and strike at a town or village, like the ones that raided Gerald’s Rest and killed my parents and Darren’s grandfather.
“State your name, origin and purpose,” one of the guards asked when I closed enough for conversation.
“My name is Jack Baker, from Gerald’s Rest. I’m a Shaper and seek to enter the wilds and fight for vim.”
“Are you now?” the guard asked with a raised eyebrow. “We haven’t had a Shaper in this part of the kingdom since old Gerald Forrester cleared out the territory for his town.”
“Well, I’m not quite up to that level, but I figure I can help you thin things up a bit and improve my Shapes while I’m at it.”
“Well, I certainly can’t fault your timing. Been heating up here lately, and we can definitely use some assistance.”
“Any chance you could tell me what the trouble spots are?”
“I can give you some of them, at least. There’s a pack of warped wolves roaming out there that have been trying to give us the slip and go towards Gerald’s Rest. We’ve got some kind of warped flying lizard snatching up people and eating them, and there’s a band of raiders based somewhere in the vicinity.”
That was definitely worse than just “heating up”. You’d usually hear about a single large warped or a group of smaller ones at a time. Two groups and a band of raiders was probably running the guards ragged. It would also make things harder for me, since at least two of those groups would have the ability to attack the Swift.
Of course, that also meant more sources of vim and a large probability of gold, since warped tended to be worth a lot more than regular beasts and raiders tended to accumulate both warped humans and goods.
“Thank you for the information,” I told the guard. “I’ll see what I can do to make things easier for you guys.”
“You sure you want to head out there? Far be it from me to tell a Shaper what to do, but you seem a little underpowered for what’s out there right now.”
“Your concern is appreciated, but I have more available than what you can see.”
“Suit yourself, Mister Baker. Good luck out there.”
“And to you as well,” I replied and turned back to head towards the Swift.
Of the three possible targets the guard told me about, the raiders would be the most lucrative in terms of gold. On the other hand, the warped would offer more vim, and would probably be easier to hunt. As I had enough supplies for a month, gold with which I could buy more and a cargo of whitesteel I could sell when I ran out of gold, the warped were clearly a better target. And of the two different types of warped I could expect in the area, the wolves were probably the easier target.
I was somewhat lacking in combat ability. I needed two Deckhands to run the Swift, but I couldn’t man the wheel and arbalest at the same time. Which basically meant the Boat would be stationary while I was firing, making me an easy target for the flying lizards. This was not, of course, an insurmountable issue. If I had another Deckhand, I could have it take either the wheel or the arbalest. I had a hunch, based on what the Attire was telling me, that a Deckhand wouldn’t be very good at those tasks, and that I’d need to rank it up to make it more effective, but it would be better than nothing.
With only the two Deckhands, however, going after a ground bound target like the wolves was a far better option. Which just left me with the small problem of finding them. Fortunately, warpwolves had much of the same needs as regular wolves, and chief among them was the need to find food. And the easiest place for a carnivore to find food was near water. I raised the Swift up high so I could see further, and went in search of a water source.
I found a river quickly enough, and half an hour of flight brought me directly above it. I sent the two Hawks to scout around me, and started following the river, confident that I would locate a pack of warpwolves in next to no time.
Three days later, I was no closer to finding them than I was when I left the Outpost. There was plenty of wildlife along the river, and I was able to bring down a deer with my arbalest early on the second day, which gave my Deckhands a very small amount of vim and provided me with some fresh meat to alleviate the boredom of dried rations, but there didn’t seem to be anything hunting them.
The river I was following took me away from the border and deeper into the wilds, and I was at about the edge of the area I felt comfortable hunting in with my current Shapes. Close to the border, the guards would kill anything that tried to cross into the settled lands, and people like me would periodically cull the warped. Further away, the warped were free to grow bigger and more numerous, making them that much more dangerous.
I turned the Swift around to head back in the direction of the border, but instead of following the river, I cut across at a narrow angle to cover new ground. I was now flying over an almost featureless grassland, dotted here and there by small clumps of trees. Before long, I could see a smudge to on the horizon to starboard, and turned my bow in its direction. The clump had just resolved into a line of trees that must have marked the edge of a forest when one of my Hawks screeched.
It seemed that while I was busy hunting for wolves, something else was busy hunting me. It was about half as long as the Swift, from snout to tail, and covered with green scales. It had a wingspan of five meters, and I could see vicious talons on the joints of the leathery appendages. Its legs looked strong enough to carry off a horse, and tipped with more talons. A long, reptilian head and a mouth full of dagger like teeth completed the rather terrible vision, and I knew that I’d just found the flying lizards the guard told me about.
When I imagined fighting the flying lizards, I imagined coming at them head-on, and having to abandon the wheel to take up the arbalest and shoot them, and that was not a fight I wanted to find. The reality of fighting them was much worse, as the lizards did not have the decency to come at me from an easy to shoot direction, but were instead coming from above me, one from port and the other from starboard.
The only silver lining to the whole debacle was that the lizards didn’t seem intelligent enough to figure out that the Swift wasn’t an animal, and were aiming at the sails rather than at me. This gave me the opportunity to take my arquebus from where it lay next to me and prepare to fire.
My Hawks, under orders to defend the Swift, were harrying the lizards, which was enough to throw off the starboard warped’s aim so that it smashed into the deck instead of the sails. It hit hard enough to break through the deck and into the hold, but also hard enough to stun it, which gave my Deckhands a chance to close in at attack with their daggers.
The second lizard tore a hole straight through the main sail and tore at the rigging. It kept on flying for a few more seconds, but then started flapping its massive wings to regain its altitude for another pass. The warped was much slower on its rise than it was on its dive, and I had ample time to aim at it and fire. In what I found to be a very fitting turn of fate, my bullet passed through its wing and left a matching hole to the one the beast tore through my sail. Unlike the Swift, however, the lizard couldn’t stay in the air with a large hole in its wing, and once I made sure that my Deckhands had taken out its wingmate, I brought the Boat down to finish off the wounded beast.
With both of the lizards down, I let my Deckhands syphon their vim and went to inspect the damage to the Swift. The main sail was completely useless, and the rigging was torn to shreds. Even worse, the lizard that smashed through the deck damaged the starboard wing sail, and the Boat would be grounded until it was fixed.
Every Shape I’d ever heard of could heal itself when it got hurt, and even reform after being destroyed, and I could see that the Swift was no different, and was already starting to repair itself. I estimated that it would take an hour before she could hover, and another half an hour for the main sail to be fit for actual sailing, and I set to reloading the arquebus and waiting until I could continue.
Which was naturally the precise moment that the wolves decided to show up.
As it turned out, there was a reason I had trouble locating the wolves from the air. The entire pack must have been descended from an earth aligned warp, which manifested in green coloration which made them virtually invisible in the tall grass. There were five of the beasts approaching me, and since I was already grounded I sent the Deckhands to meet them while I went to load the arbalest. The large weapon had a firing arc that covered a half circle in front of the Swift and could be raised to fire almost vertically if needed, but had limited downward mobility and if I wanted to use it on the wolves, I needed to keep them at least ten meters away from the Boat.
I sent the Hawks to harass two of the wolves and distract them, and pulled the large lever that cocked the large crossbow. A thick, meter long bolt shimmered into existence as soon as the string was caught. The wolves were coming closer, and I could see that one of them was larger, colored a darker green and covered in what appeared to be rose vines. When my Deckhands were five meters away from the beast, it stopped its advance and shuddered, and a stream of flying thorns peppered my Shapes.
I could tell that the Deckhands weren’t badly hurt, but that barrage would cripple the Hawks if it hit them, and I certainly didn’t want to be on its receiving end myself. The rose-wolf stayed back while its pack mates leaped towards my Deckhands, and I took careful aim with my arbalest and fired at it. The rose-wolf must have felt something, since it tried to dodge at the last moment and what was meant to be a killing shot instead just clipped its shoulder.
My Deckhands, meanwhile, were subjected to the same tactics my long gone Hounds used against the giant spiders. Whenever a Deckhand was facing one of the wolves, a second beasty would attack from behind, going for the legs in the hope of crippling the enemy. Unlike the giant spiders though, my Deckhands had air support in the form of the Hawks, and the flying Shapes dove at the attacking wolves in order to force them to abort the attack.
So far, neither the wolves nor the Deckhands had taken any significant damage, but I could tell that the larger rose-wolf was preparing for another thorn barrage. I cranked the lever as fast as I could to reload the arbalest, and was ready to fire by the time the wolf started to shudder. Once again, the large beast somehow felt my attack and managed to dodge at the last second, but it had to abort its own attack to do it. And this time I was ready for it to dodge and followed the bolt up with a shot from my arquebus. The wolf tried to dodge the lead ball just like it dodged the bolt, but was still unbalanced from its first leap and my shot hit its front left leg and shattered its bone.
The now much slower wolf howled in pain and tried to retreat from what it now saw as an unwinnable situation, but I was already reloading the arbalest, and the wolf was no longer capable of evading my third shot. It still took two more bolts to bring the large warped down, which gave the remaining wolves enough time to hamstring and eliminate one of my Deckhands. The four canines were now focusing on the second Deckhand, and I knew it was only a matter of time before they managed to kill it. But with the large rose-wolf out of the picture, I could turn the arbalest on the smaller beasts, and these wolves didn’t seem to share their leader’s uncanny dodging ability. My bolt took one of them just as it was leaping towards the Deckhand, and the Hawks managed to distract its pack mate from performing a follow up attack.
The Deckhand was fighting completely defensibly and not even trying to strike at the wolves, and the Hawks would need to score a hit to the warped’s vulnerable eyes to do any significant damage. Fortunately for me, the wolves weren’t smart enough to understand where the bolts were coming from, and I settled into a rhythm of firing and reloading. The range was short enough that most of my shots landed, and before long the last of the wolves was lying dead in front of the Swift. Only one of my Deckhands was still standing, and I made it syphon the vim from the fallen enemies. The wolves, just like the flying lizards, were bigger and stronger than the spiders I hunted in the ruins, with the one significant exception being the larger horse-sized spider, and I felt that the Deckhand was maxed out before it finished syphoning the vim.
I was planning on having my Deckhands get most of the vim from my targets for a while, since I needed to Shape more of them. Most rank I Shapes were similar to the Hounds in their vim requirements, which meant that in order to rank up one maxed out rank I Shape I would need to Unshape two more, leaving me with about twenty vim. Alternatively, I could Unshape three maxed out rank I Shapes and have enough vim to rank up two more. What it came down to was that I needed more Shapes before I could start ranking up, and since I couldn’t Shape more Hawks without going back to Gerald’s Rest, I wanted most of the vim I harvested to go to my Deckhands. Unfortunately, by the time my second Deckhand finished reforming the remaining vim would have dissipated, so rather than lose it I had the Hawks split the leftovers between them.
I now had to wait for both the Swift to repair itself and the Deckhand to reform, but I also had things I needed to do.
The first thing I did was reload the arquebus. I hated using the expensive ammunition for the weapon, but it had already saved me twice today, and I was not about to be caught with it empty. I really needed to Unshape the maxed out Deckhand and Shape four more in its stead, but I also really didn’t want any more wolves to find me while I was grounded and with nothing but the Hawks for protection, so any Shaping would have to wait until the Swift was back in the air.
Fortunately, both the wolves and lizards seemed to be territorial, and I didn’t encounter any more of them. It took half an hour for my Deckhand to reform, and another half hour before the Boat’s wing sails were in a condition to take off.
With Swift back in the air and the Deckhand reformed, I felt safe enough to do some Shaping, and went into the aft cabin. Once I had five Deckhands I could start working on ranking one of them up to serve as a gunner.
Five warpwolves and a pair of warped lizards weren’t enough to give the soldiers at the Outpost significant issues, and I assumed that there would be more of them around. Fortunately, nothing bothered me while I Shaped the new Deckhands, and by the time I was finished the Swift was back in shipshape. Before I continued searching for more warped, I made sure to reload the Swift’s arbalest and leave it prepared to fire in case I ran into more lizards. It was yet another advantage of using Shapes, since a mundane crossbow would be ruined if kept under tension for long.
Back under sail, I ordered the three extra Deckhands to keep watch around the Swift, and now that I knew why the wolves were so hard to locate, I kept the Boat to a much lower altitude and continued my journey. It still took me two more days to find the next group of beasts, but at least it was I who saw them first.
The four grasswolves were sneaking at a deer, and hadn’t noticed me sailing above them. With enough time to prepare, I had three of my Deckhands disembark and approach on foot, and cranked the arbalest. At three Deckhands versus four wolves, the beasts’ pack tactics were far less effective, and my Shapes managed to hold them off without taking any significant damage. Meanwhile, the Hawks were aiming at the wolves’ vulnerable eyes as I looked for an opportune shot. It wasn’t long into the combat before one of the warped landed badly after a Hawk attacked it mid-leap, and I took advantage of the couple of seconds it took to regain its balance to hit its flank with an arbalest bolt.
Once the first beast was down, the tide of battle was completely in my favor, as my Deckhands were a match for the wolves in one on one combat, and the assistance of the Hawks and my own shooting was more than enough to overwhelm them. I once again had the Deckhands syphon the vim from the dead beasts, and continued on my way without having to resort to my limited supply of arquebus ammunition.
The pair of flying lizards I ran across later that same day were far more annoying to deal with. The Deckhands proved to be almost completely inept at both piloting the Boat and aiming the arbalest, so I still didn’t have the ability to sail and shoot at the same time, and the reptilian beasts seemed to know that attacking from the bow was dangerous, and once again came from my flanks. I was better prepared for them this time and managed to hit the starboard attacker with my arquebus before it could complete its dive, but its mate came from the port quarter and wrecked the main sail, narrowly missing the mast. The attack, however, brought it to my starboard bow, and into the arbalest’s firing arc, and I hurried towards the weapon and managed to aim and fire before the winged creature recovered from its dive.
I didn’t have enough time to aim for a killing shot, but a bolt through the lizard’s wing was enough to ground it, which let my Deckhands finish the job. This was not going well for me though. On both of my battles against the flying beasts I had to resort to my arquebus and the Swift still took damage. And if the lizard’s dive was just a little more to port, it would have hit the mast, which would have had a decent chance to fall right on top of me. I considered just running away the next time I saw the lizards, but I was fairly sure they were faster than me and would catch me anyway.
What I really needed were more ranged attackers. Unfortunately, I could only think of two ways to get those attackers. I could go back to Gerald’s Rest and hire a few fighters. The town was close enough to the frontier that there were always scavengers and hunters around, and I was sure one or two of them would be willing to hire on. The problem was that I’d have to pay them, which would mean less time searching for vim and more time searching for gold. I’d also have to trust them enough to bring them onboard the Swift, and I never took the time to socialize with my so-called colleagues. After all, a fellow scavenger would not be the one to buy my haul or sell me supplies, and was more than likely to try and follow me to discover my best scavenging locations.
My second option was to get new Shapes. The Forresters didn’t have anything that would help me, but I knew of at least one noble family with access to an Archer Pattern. It’d mean taking a couple of weeks off of hunting, and would cost me more gold than hiring some hunters, but it would be a one-time cost and wouldn’t compromise me.
In the end, the Swift was the one to solve my problem. I’d stopped noticing it at some point, but the Boat was still taking its cut out of any vim the Deckhands syphoned, and apparently it accumulated enough to make some changes. The repairs to the sails were just about done and I was going to continue on my way when I noticed that a ladder had appeared next to the entrance to the aft cabin, and a railing on the roof. I left my place at the wheel to check the new additions and saw that the Boat was just putting the finishing touches on another arbalest.
When the new weapon was complete, I checked its mount and found that it covered an arc ranging from one wing sail to the other, and that between the old fore arbalest and the new aft weapon, I could fully cover the approaches to the Swift, except from below.
The only problem was that I still didn’t have anyone to man the arbalests, and it wouldn’t be feasible for me to run to the aft weapon in case of an aerial attack. Which meant that I needed to rank up my Deckhands as soon as possible.
Two more days later, I was starting to get really frustrated. I’d had a run of bad luck and couldn’t locate any more wolves, while at the same time the flying lizards seemed almost drawn to me. I was down to ten arquebus shots, and still didn’t have enough vim to rank up a Deckhand without dropping below the two I needed to run the Swift.
I pointed the Swift in the direction of the border, planning on heading back to Gerald’s Rest and restocking on blast crystal and arquebus balls, and then heading towards the city of Whitecliff, home to the White family, where I hoped I could buy access to their Archer Pattern, since remaining in the wilds until I had the vim for two ranked up Deckhands was proving to be too dangerous.
I was about a day’s sail away from the border when I saw a battle taking place in the distance. I couldn’t see precisely who the combatants were, but both sides were clearly human. Or humanoid, at least, since the clouds of steam that covered the battle hinted at the presence of dwarven weaponry.




Chapter 6 - Dwarves
The closer I got to the battle, the more details I could see. I could see a dozen humans wearing mismatched pieces of armor and wielding random weapons trying to overwhelm three dwarves. Unlike the haphazard nature of the raiders’ armaments, the dwarves were wearing high quality leather armor and were armed with heavy steam cannons.
Dwarves were thought to be warped humans, and were all fire aligned. They averaged a meter and twenty centimeters tall, and tended towards being wide and stocky. Stronger and more durable than humans, dwarves would have been deadly fighters even without their preferred weaponry. Only a dwarf could operate a steam cannon, since they used their fire vim to heat the water and produce the steam needed to fire them.
Heavier and bulkier than my own arquebus, the steam cannons were capable of a far higher rate of fire and didn’t rely on blast crystal ammunition, which made them feasible as primary weapons.
Three armed dwarves should have been able to hold their own when fighting against twelve human raiders, but from the looks of it, the humanoids have been caught unprepared and while one of them was shooting at their attackers as fast as he could load his weapon, the other two were still in the process of putting their weapons’ large water tanks on their backs. The single battle ready dwarf was taking heavy fire from a trio of raiders armed with a sling, a shortbow and what looked like a blow gun, and was unable to return fire since he was trying to keep the raiders’ melee fighters away from his companions.
I hadn’t meant to fight any raiders on this journey, but I’d heard enough stories about what they’d do to the dwarves if they managed to capture them that I wasn’t about to abandon them. Neither of the sides took any notice of me as I closed in from above, and I was soon within arbalest range. I dropped off three of my Deckhands and ordered them to charge and sent the Hawks to harass the enemy archers.
I was loading the arbalest as fast as I could when I saw the slinger launch a stone directly at the dwarf’s head, staggering him. A second later he was hit by a dart, and I could almost immediately see that he was losing his balance and swaying drunkenly. Whatever poison was delivered by the dart, the dwarf was unable to aim properly, and his previously precise shots were missing his targets more often than not.
I fired my arbalest at a large club-wielding raider a moment before he could brain the poisoned dwarf, and the battle stopped for a few seconds as both sides turned to look at me. The two remaining dwarves were the first to shake off the surprise, and took advantage of the raiders’ distraction to finish setting up their weapons. A lead ball tearing through the slinger’s chest brought an end to the quiet, and the raiders charged at their enemies with renewed rage. My Deckhands weren’t close enough to attack yet, but my Hawks were both attacking the archer, who had stopped aiming at the dwarves and was now trying to hit the flying Shapes that were tormenting him.
The two dwarves were firing rapidly at their attackers, and the raiders were falling one after the other. I was beginning to think that the battle would be over before I could reload the arbalest when another dwarf was hit by a dart, leaving the third to face the remaining raiders alone. The dwarf was holding his ground, seemingly unwilling to abandon his companions, the first of whom was now completely unconscious. He was still shooting fast enough that the raiders couldn’t get close, but I knew that he’d exhaust his vim long before he could take them all out. Fortunately for the dwarf, my Deckhands were close enough to attack by then, and the raiders had to split their attention between the dwarf and my Shapes. I fired another bolt at the blowgun wielding raider just as he was aiming at the dwarf, and one of my Deckhands stabbed the distracted archer a second later. Now lacking in ranged support, the raiders were being driven back by the dwarf and my other Deckhands, and it wasn’t long before the remaining three humans threw down their weapons and ran away.
The dwarf took a couple of steps in the retreating raiders’ direction before shaking his head and turning to see to his poisoned companions. As I sailed closer to him, however, he stood back up and looked in my direction. The steam cannon’s muzzle, which was starting to rise in my direction, dropped down from suddenly slack hands as its owner stood staring at the Swift. A few seconds later, the dwarf abruptly took of his leather helmet.
Her leather helmet, since no male dwarf would ever shave off his beard. Thick flame-blue hair caught in a tight braid dropped from the helmet, its yellow shaded tip reaching almost to the ground. Bright blue eyes sparkled with excitement and curiosity under bushy blue eyebrows, and a wide mouth was stretched into an ‘O’ under a sharp nose. Her face was oval shaped and wider than normal for a human and yet attractive in an exotic way, and made even more so by her obvious wonder at the sight of the flying Boat.
“You have a flying boat! How do you have a flying boat? What makes it fly? How does…” She caught herself and took a deep breath. “Please forgive me. My name is Marjory, daughter of Meredith. Thank you for your help, Captain?”
“Jack. Jack Baker,” I answered, bemused at the rapid fire questions and the more sedate follow up. “But please, let’s leave the pleasantries for later and take care of your companions first.”
“Thank you.”
I got off the Swift and closer to the unconscious dwarves. There didn’t seem to be much wrong with them, physically. The first one must have been caught without his helmet, and the sling shot raised a nasty bruise over his forehead, but dwarves were tough enough that he probably wouldn’t have any lasting effects from the blow. The poison was a much bigger threat, however, and I took one of the darts and sniffed it to see if I recognized it.
“Widowcap,” I snarled at the familiar, sickly sweet smell. The poisonous mushroom was very common in one of the ruins I’d explored before, and I’d learned to recognize and hate its smell. “I’m sorry, Marjory. They won’t wake up without treatment, and if they were human they’d stop breathing in a week or so. I’m not sure how it would affect a dwarf, but I don’t like their chances without a trained healer.”
She sat down on the ground abruptly. “We’re weeks away from the closest town, even if they could walk.” I could see tears in her eyes, and it was obvious she was struggling not to cry.
“I’m on my way to Gerald’s Rest, and should be there in about three days. I could take you there.”
I have no idea how she managed to move so fast with the heavy steam cannon still on her back, but she was up and hugging me almost before I finished the sentence.
“Thank you thank you thank you!” She was talking so fast her words were almost unintelligible. “I don’t know what I would do if I lost my brothers!”
I held her awkwardly for a few more seconds, and then she straightened up and seemed to pull herself back together. I had the Deckhands carry her unconscious brothers on board the Swift and settled them in the hold. When I got back up on deck, Marjory was back to a state of wonder at the flying Boat. She had discarded her steam cannon, and was leaning over the starboard railing and looking and the wing sail. I took my place behind the wheel and brought the Boat up.
“This is absolutely wonderful!” The dwarf shouted. “What is making them beat that way? I didn’t see any mechanism for it!”
“I have no idea,” I answered. “It just does.”
“So what’s a guy with a flying Boat need from Gerald’s Rest?” she asked while still looking at the wing sail. “I’ve never been there, but it’s supposed to be a real small town, isn’t it?”
“It is. But I need blast crystal for my arquebus, and I know someone there who will sell it to me for a reasonable price.”
“Silly weapons, those arquebuses of yours. Steam cannons are much more reliable.”
“Sure, but I don’t have the fire vim to use one even if I could get a dwarf to sell it to me. And I really need the ranged option, since I don’t have anyone to man the arbalests while I’m at the wheel. I plan on getting some Archer Shapes from Whitecliff after I finish up in Gerald’s Rest.”
“Hmph,” she snorted derisively. “Not nearly as good as a steam cannon.”
We sailed for a few more minutes in silence before I suddenly heard Marjory shriek from behind me.
“What are you doing? Give it back! Let go let go let go!”
I turned around to see what was going on, and saw the dwarf pulling at the straps of her steam cannon, which had started sinking into the deck of the Swift. “What’s going on?”
“Your boat is eating my cannon! Make it let go!”
I ran towards the dwarf and tried to help her pull, while ordering the Swift to release the weapon. All to no avail. Within a minute, the steam cannon had sunk all the way into the deck, leaving us with nothing to hold onto.
“Why did your boat eat my cannon?” Marjory grabbed my coat and demanded of me. “For that matter, how did your boat eat my cannon?”
“I… I don’t know!” I tried to pry her hands loose, but she was much stronger than me. “It’s never done this before. I mean, it reacted to what I wanted in a way, but never like this.”
“It shouldn’t be reacting at all! It’s made of wood, blast it. Wood doesn’t flow around and change like this!”
“Except that she’s not really made of wood,” I answered. “It’s Shaped vim. She can repair herself, and she seems to have at least a limited ability to modify things.”
“A Shape?” the dwarf let me go abruptly and turned around to look at the Swift in wonder. “This whole thing is a Shape?”
She produced a small hand axe from somewhere and hacked at the closest railing, then stood and watched closely as the Boat repaired herself.
“Please don’t attack the Swift, Marjory.”
“The blasted thing just stole my cannon. Least it can do is satisfy my curiosity a little.” She didn’t move from the railing until it was completely whole, without a trace of any damage. “This is amazing. If my people knew that you could have Shapes that aren’t animals maybe more of us would try to be Shapers. At least if we could guarantee that they not steal our stuff. And did you say it modified itself earlier?”
“Yeah. It added the aft arbalest just a couple of days ago.” I pointed in the direction of the cabin and the weapon mounted on top of it, only to see that the arbalest was gone, and in the process of being replaced by a larger version of Marjory’s cannon.
The dwarf had turned to look at the weapon, and was climbing the ladder before I could even finish the sentence. By the time I managed to catch up with her, she was running her hands wonderingly over the cannon. “This is definitely my cannon. I built it myself and I’d recognize it anywhere. You heard me, didn’t you, you naughty boat? You heard that my cannon was better than your weapons and wanted it for yourself!”
“In the Swifts’s defense, I’d been thinking about my lack of weaponry for the past week or so.”
“You know you can’t actually use it, right? You don’t have any fire vim to heat the tank.”
By that time, the cannon was complete and it was obvious that the Swift made it the precise height for Marjory to operate.
“It’s finished now,” I told the dwarf, “and I have a feeling I can make it return it to its regular size and let it go. It was just impossible to stop the process while it was happening.”
“I want a place in the hold for myself with a decent bed, and I’ll take a half share of whatever profits you make.”
“Huh?”
“It’s obvious that I’m your new gunner. A place to sleep and work and half share.”
I'd spent enough time in the Boar and Barrel to overhear more than enough sailor conversations to understand that with a single crew member, a half share would translate to about a fifth of the Boat's profits. 
It would certainly cut into my own profits, but the Swift was already making a new hatch down to what I just knew would be a small cabin in the hold, which didn’t really leave me much of a choice. And I had to admit that a dwarf gunner would neatly solve almost all of my current weaponry problems.

“Welcome aboard, Gunner Marjory,” I offered her a hand which she shook enthusiastically.
✽✽✽
 
I learned a lot about dwarves in general and Marjory specifically over the next few days. Dwarves, as I’d known before, were all fire aligned. What I didn’t know was that a dwarf’s hair was an indication of how strong the alignment was. Red haired dwarves had barely any fire in their vim, and were unable to heat up steam fast enough to use cannons. They could still work the steam powered machinery the dwarves were famous for, but not the weapons. Yellow haired dwarves were stronger and were the primary soldiers of their race. Blue hair like Marjory’s was the rarest and meant the vim was almost purely fire aligned. Marjory herself could fire her cannon twice as fast as her yellow haired brothers, and could maintain that fire rate for twice as long.
The three dwarves were mercenaries, and were headed towards the human part of the continent where a dwarven warrior was a rare sight and could expect a higher fee for their service. She expected her brothers to take a while to recover from the poison, but I gave her my word that I would consider hiring them as more gunners when they were sufficiently recovered. It wasn’t a hard promise to make. Dwarves were known to be dependable and loyal, and were deadly with their chosen weapons.
I still planned on Shaping some Archers to serve as more flexible ranged fighters, since it turned out that detaching the steam cannon from its mount would take about five minutes, and was therefore not feasible in mid combat.
By the second day of sailing, Marjory commandeered my load of whitesteel and set to upgrading her cannon, muttering about higher pressure tolerance and better muzzle velocities. Not before asking me what I expected to sell the metal for and telling me to deduct it from her share of whatever future profits we earned.
We reached Gerald’s Rest three days later, and I once again stopped the Swift out of sight and disembarked with Marjory and four of the Deckhands. It took all four to lift one of the dwarven brothers and carry him to town, but Marjory seemed to effortlessly lift the second brother and had no trouble keeping up. We dropped the poisoned dwarves at the town healer’s house, where the old herbalist took a pair of silver coins from Marjory and promised her that her brothers would make a full recovery within a month or so.
By then we were both more than ready for a bath and decent food, and I showed Marjory to the Boar and Barrel, where I hoped to also talk to Darren about buying more Blast Crystal. Between the crystal, the probable cost of a pair of Archer Shapings and Marjory taking over the whitesteel, I was quickly running out of funds, and planned on scavenging some ruins out in the wilds after finishing my resupply trip.
Darren was sitting at his usual table, and raised his brows when he saw me approach with Marjory. “Jack Baker! I didn’t expect you back so soon. Didn’t you pack enough supplies for a month?”
“Good to see you too, Darren,” I shook his offered hand and sat down. “I ran into some issues that made me rethink my approach, so I’m back for some refitting. I’m also running through my supply of blast crystal faster than expected, so I’d like to buy some more before heading out.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Not sorry that you’re buying more crystal though,” the man winked at me and turned to Marjory. “Please forgive my impoliteness, miss. It’s been a while since I saw Jack here last. I’m Darren Forrester.”
“Marjory, daughter of Meredith.” She shook his hand vigorously. 
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Marjory," Darren returned the handshake just as vigorously and we all sat down and waited for the serving maid to arrive.
I’d probably seen Mable advertise her wares, so to speak, at least a hundred times over the years, and I’d enjoyed her company just a few weeks prior, but her approach never seemed to lose its appeal. Marjory seemed to be as engrossed at the swaying, well-endowed young woman as Darren and myself, and none of the three of us said a word until she reached us.
“Hey Jacky! I didn’t know you were back in town.” Mable smiled at me as if seeing me was the best thing that’d happened to her all day. Which was the same smile she gave more or less everyone, so I didn’t read too much into it, but it never failed to lift my spirits. “We’ve got rabbit stew and fresh bread, or roast pork and potatoes today, or you can always order the special”
“I’ll take the stew today, please. And a large mug of Henry’s ale.”
“Sure thing Jacky,” she turned her smile at Marjory. “And for you honey? I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”
“I’d be surprised if you had seen me, considering I just got here,” the dwarf smiled back. “I’m Marjory, and I’ll have the stew and a lot of the ale.”
“Sure thing honey. I’m Mable, and I’m here for anything you might want,” Mable winked and turned to leave. We stayed and watched her swaying behind silently until the kitchen door cut off the view.
“Now there’s a woman who knows what she’s got,” Marjory said in appreciation once the floor show was over. “And who has quite a lot to boot.”
“I’ll drink to that,” I said and raised the mug of ale Mable placed in front of me when she arrived.
“Am I correct in the assumption that the special is Mable herself?”
“That it is,” Darren nodded.
“Hmm.”
“So you go to the wilds packing enough supplies for a month and then show up back here two weeks early with a blue haired dwarf in tow. I feel like there’s a story there I would very much like to hear.”
“Well,” I started, “I got to the Outpost a lot sooner than I expected to, and the soldiers said they’ve been running into warpwolves, flying lizards and a gang of raiders, and I figured that my best target was the wolves…”
I made sure not to mention anything about the Swift as I told Darren about looking for, and not finding, the wolves, and about the trouble I had with the lizards, and that I’d decided to return and get more ammunition and some Archers when I saw the three dwarves fighting the raiders.
“And then we got them back here as fast as we could so that Granny Laurel could deal with the poison.”
“Oof. That’s some bad luck to run into so many flyers on your first run into the wilds. So I take it that you want me to get you some more blast crystal?”
“Yeah. More crystal is definitely the first order of business. But I’d also appreciate it if you could give me a letter of introduction for the Whites. I don’t think they’ll let me use their Patterns if I just show up out of the blue.”
“I thought you have Marjory to take care of your ranged problem now, no?”
“I’d still like a couple of Archers. Marjory is very good, but even she can get overwhelmed if enough enemies swarm us.”
“I’d take offense at that,” the dwarf interjected, “but we were about to be overrun when you showed up. More fighting ability can’t hurt.”
“Well, I can definitely get you enough crystal for ten more shots, but this is probably the last batch I’ll be able to sell you for the next two months or so. The Phoenixes aren’t due for rebirth until midwinter, and we’re starting to run low.”
“That’s fine. I’m really hoping I can avoid using the arquebus so much going forward.”
“Hope you’re right, because there isn’t any to sell after this. I can also write you a letter for Simon, the Whites’ eldest son. We’ve done business before so it should at least get you through the door.”
“Thanks Darren. I appreciate the help.”
“No problem. What are your plans after getting the Archers?”
“Between paying for the Shapings and Marjory taking over the whitesteel, I’m starting to run low on funds again. I’ll probably either try to run down some of the raiders and see what they have or try my luck at some ruins I’ve had my eye on.”
“Take care if you go after the raiders, Jack. They tend to be nasty people, and a lot of the really bad warped people find a place among them.”
“I know. And they probably know at least something about me by now since some of them ran away after we routed them.”
“We’ll probably have to face them,” Marjory added. “They’re going to want revenge, and they’re going to want to take your stuff.”
“You might be better off going to a different part of the border,” Darren suggested. “It’ll mean dangers you aren’t familiar with, but at least you won’t have a bunch of angry and greedy raiders after you.”
“You might have a point. I’ll definitely need to consider it. But I want those Archers first either way.”
Our dinner had arrived while we were talking, and we were soon too busy eating Agnes’s cooking to keep talking.
“This was absolutely fantastic,” Marjory sighed happily once her plate was completely empty. “Even the ale was almost up to dwarven standards.”
“Henry does take his brewing seriously,” I agreed. “I think I’ll go get a room and arrange for a bath before sleeping. I can definitely use it.”
“A bath would be wonderful,” the dwarf agreed. “Not quite sure about sleeping yet. I think I’ll go sample some of the special first, if there’s any still available.”
“You’re in for a treat,” Darren said as the two of us rose from our sits. “Mable definitely knows how to show a girl a good time.
“Or so I’ve heard,” he added hurriedly. “I mean, she certainly knows how to show a guy a good time, and I’ve heard she’s good with girls too.”
I dismissed Darren’s words, since we’ve both been drinking more than usual over dinner, trying to keep up with Marjory, and went to talk to Henry about a room and a bath.
✽✽✽
 
I left Gerald’s Rest early the following morning with a full load of blast crystal, a letter of introduction for Simon White and a very satisfied looking dwarven gunner. It would take the Swift two days to reach Whitecliff, after which I planned on taking Darren’s advice and heading to a different section of the wilds. Unlike Gerald’s Rest, Whitecliff hadn’t been a frontier town for at least two generations, and would be larger and more focused on trade than on scavengers.
The first day after leaving Gerald’s Rest was completely uneventful. Marjory spent most of her time tinkering with her steam cannon and replacing parts of the elaborate contraption with whitesteel. I wasn’t expecting any trouble, since we were fairly far from the border, so I locked the wheel and went to look at the dwarf working.
Watching a dwarf work with metal was a truly amazing sight. The same fire vim that allowed her to heat up water into steam to power her cannon also let her heat up the whitesteel until it softened, and she seemed to have no trouble at all in handling the white hot metal, stretching it like clay and molding it with her bare hands.
“Is this something every dwarf can do?” I asked after she finished preparing a new water tank and had paused to let it cool down before installing it.
“More or less,” Marjory said after taking a large pull from a wineskin that probably had some more of Henry’s ale. “Every one of us can work with steel, but whitesteel needs a higher temperature and loses heat faster, so it takes a blue hair or a couple of yellows to work it.”
“That’s really amazing.”
“Says the guy with the flying ship.”




Chapter 7 – Rukh and Ghoul
We slept on the Boat that day, hovering high above the ground and trusting that nobody will see us. The next morning, Marjory announced that she was finished with the cannon, and spent a couple of hours aiming at random birds and getting a feel for the range and power of the upgraded weapon. Towards noon, I spotted a small flying island high up on our port side. It was perhaps fifty meters wide, and seemed to carry the remains of some sort of building.
“I think this island is high enough that people on the ground wouldn’t be able to see it,” I told Marjory. “And if those are old-world ruins on it, it might be worth exploring.”
“Let’s go! Old-world ruins have the best stuff!”
I smiled at the dwarf’s enthusiasm and pulled the wing sail lever to raise the Swift to the island’s height. The closer we got to the flying island, the more details I could make out. The bottom of the island looked like it was ripped from the ground hundreds of years ago. It probably started its life as a flying island with a jagged underside composed of sharp rocks and loose earth, but hundreds of years of erosion had smoothed up most of the rough edges, and I could even see grass and small bushes growing upside down from underneath.
On top of the flying island, a single tower rose to a height of thirty meters above the grass covered island. Centuries of moss covered the tower, making it almost indistinguishable from its surroundings, and large parts of its parapet had fallen either during the fall of the old-world or the hundreds of years since. Still, for a tower that survived the violent separation of its foundation from the rest of the continent and the centuries since, the structure was in remarkably good shape. Something had built a large nest on top of the tower, and if it built on the same scale as regular birds, I estimated it to be as large as the Swift.
As I turned the Boat to port and set to circling the island, Marjory yelled at me from the aft cannon.
“Why aren’t we landing?”
“There’s something nesting in the tower. I don’t want to have it attack the Swift when she’s grounded and your cannon isn’t mounted. I want to give it some time to see if whatever it is is nearby.”
I didn’t hear her reply, but I was sure that the brash dwarf didn’t agree with my caution. Nevertheless, I circled the island for ten more minutes before heading in and landing us near the entrance to the tower.
I watched the sky anxiously while Marjory waited for the Swift to absorb the mounted steam cannon and give her back the mobile version.
“Ha!” I heard her exclaim happily a few minutes later. “I knew the modifications would translate!”
She ran over to the gangplank, and I could see the familiar color of whitesteel on her weapon’s boiler.
“Will you be able to aim properly?” I asked my gunner. “You practiced with the mounted version, but not with the upgraded mobile cannon.”
“I’ll be fine. At the ranges we’re likely to be fighting here, if there’s even anything to fight, the trajectory is more or less flat anyway, so the extra muzzle velocity shouldn’t be an issue.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” I shrugged. I knew enough about firearms to load, aim and maintain my arquebus, and that’s it. Trajectories and muzzle velocities were way beyond my understanding or interest.
I took four of the Deckhands with me to the island, and had the fifth take the Swift back up and out of sight, and followed the Shapes towards the tower.
The door leading into the tower must have been made of wood, since there was nothing left of it after centuries of neglect, and the first floor of the tower was covered by dust and debris. There wasn’t anything left whole in the large room, which spread over the entire first floor of the tower, and it was impossible to tell what purpose it once served.
The room’s ceiling was six meters high and there was a stairway leading up to the second floor at the far side of the room, and piles of rotten wood and rusted metal that might have once been furniture strewn about. Two large piles of rusted metal might have once been the armor of a pair of guards standing to either side of the entrance, and two more flanked the stairway.
There were no footprints to disturb the dust, and while we still approached cautiously, I wasn’t expecting anything to attack us. We spent a few minutes looking through the debris, but there wasn’t anything worth taking with us, and we slowly went upstairs, testing each step before we stepped on it to ensure it would hold our weight.
We climbed up to the second floor and stopped at a small landing. There was a door to the left leading into the second floor itself, and the stairway kept going up to the third.
“I’ll send one of the Deckhands in first, and I want you behind it ready to shoot,” I told Marjory.
“Aye aye captain!” the dwarf winked at me as she climbed past me, moving a lot closer than was strictly necessary.
I sent a second Deckhand to guard the stairs leading higher, and had the first open the door. The second floor was in much better shape than the first, being somewhat isolated from the environment, and was recognizable as communal living quarters. There was once again only one large room, but this one had the remains of bunk beds and chests which had probably been used by the residents to store their belongings. A smaller room on the left side proved to be a garderobe.
There had once been sixteen people living in the room, and the two of us spent about fifteen minutes breaking open the chests and looking through the contents. Most of what we found was the disintegrated remains of clothing, but we also turned up a nice collection of copper coins, and even a couple of silvers. It was probably a very small amount of money in its time, but the old-world coins would be worth a lot more to the right collectors than their actual value as coins.
The third floor split into two rooms, and was once a large kitchen and mess hall. A large cooking hearth dominated the kitchen and was surrounded by stone counters the cook once used to prepare food for the tower’s residents. We found the remains of cooking pots, knives and frying pans, but nothing that was worth taking with us. The mess hall still had the long tables and benches the residents ate at, but that was it.
The fourth floor was one large bedroom which might have belonged to the tower’s master, whoever he or she once was. A large bed and large wardrobes took up most of the room, and another garderobe took up a quarter of the floor. There was still no sign of anything living, and we searched the room quickly and found some more coins, more silver than copper this time, and a fancy but unfortunately empty jewelry box which I knew Darren would pay well for.
“This doesn’t look like it’s worth much so far,” Marjory said after we finished checking the bedroom. “I mean, the box might be worth half a gold or so, but I expected a lot more from an old-world ruin, from your tales.”
“Actually, between the coins and the box we probably have enough that your half share should cover the cost of the whitesteel you used to upgrade your cannon.”
“What have you been drinking, and why aren’t you sharing? That whitesteel was worth at least three gold, and we’ve got what? Nine silver, two dozen coppers and a small fancy box? How in the name of the long drop is that enough to cover it?”
“You’re thinking of it in terms of modern coins and craftsmanship. Those coins are worth about fifty times as much as their mint for the right collector, and the box is solid silver and recognizable as old-world work. I’d put it at about five gold if I sell to Darren. More if I could find the buyer myself, but I really don’t have his connections.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. Who’d pay that much for old coins and a box?”
“Rich people with nothing to spend their gold on,” I shrugged. “And rich scholars who want to learn about the old-world. There’s never a shortage of buyers.”
“You humans are crazy,” the dwarf shook her head. “Not that I’m complaining, if this is really worth as much as you think.”
I followed the now much more enthusiastic gunner up to the top floor of the tower. The entrance was closed off by a much sturdier door than the ones we’d encountered below, and the lock was still intact. Not that it stopped my gunner, of course. Marjory seemed to truly enjoy kicking down the door, and I had to grab her shoulder to stop her from entering the room before the Deckhands.
The room at the top of the tower was once a combination library and some sort of alchemical workshop, but lay in absolute ruin when we entered. The leather covers of books were strewn everywhere, and I could see rips and tears that were most certainly not caused by the mere passage of time. Glass flasks and pipes were thrown from the work tables and cabinets and shattered on the floor, and priceless alchemical reagents that should have survived indefinitely sealed in jars were ruined and useless when those jars were thrown against the walls and broken.
An enraged hiss was the only warning we got that whatever rampaged through the room was still there before an emaciated and yet somehow still animate corpse leaped from behind a ruined table onto the first Deckhand to enter the room. Its arms were so thin they were barely more than bones covered by skin, and I could see each of its ribs clearly through its sunken chest. Shriveled lips exposed broken teeth below where a nose should have been, but only a hole remained. Milky white eyes that should have been blind nevertheless looked straight into the Deckhand’s eyes under a hairless scalp as the creature hissed again, and I could feel it pull at the vim from the Deckhand and start to drain it.
“Ghoul!” I shouted at Marjory and reached over my shoulder for my arquebus. “Whatever you do, don’t let it touch you!”
Ghouls were among the most dangerous creatures one could encounter. It was theorized that they were related to warped, since both types of monsters were created when vim refused to dissipate properly. But while a warped was created when a living person or beast gained more vim than they could hold, a ghoul was created when something died and for some reason kept its vim. Ghouls existed to devour more vim and grow stronger, and could drain it out of Shapes, or even living beings. A Shape that lost too much vim to a ghoul would lose its Pattern and be destroyed permanently. A living being that lost too much vim would die.
The ghoul kept draining vim from my Deckhand, and I could feel it when the Shape began to dissipate, the last of its vim flowing into the undead monster. Marjory, who was waiting for an opportunity to attack, acted the second the Deckhand was gone, and her cannon whoomphed and launched a ball of lead at the ghoul.
I thought that would be the end of the fight, since ghouls were not known for their resilience, but the dwarf’s shot crashed into an invisible barrier surrounding the monster. It was still enough to stagger the ghoul, but did no visible damage.
“It’s got a shield spell!” Marjory yelled at me while frantically reloading her cannon.
“It’s been locked here since it died,” I answered and sent my Deckhands to attack the ghoul until she was ready. “It can’t have too much vim! We just need to make it exhaust what it has so the shield will fail!”
The ghoul tried to grapple another Deckhand, but I managed to keep all three out of its grasp. A few seconds later, Marjory was ready to fire and I ordered the Shapes to retreat and give us clean shots. I fired my own arquebus as soon as I could, and our shots struck the shield almost simultaneously. The ghoul hissed in anger and tried to attack Marjory, but I had one of the Deckhands tackle it and got all three to attack again with their daggers.
I was trying to reload the arquebus as fast as possible, but Marjory was still ready to fire again before I could even insert the ball, and I had the Deckhands retreat again. The third time seemed to be the charm, and the ghoul’s shield shattered when the cannon shot hit it. It still slowed the ball down enough that it didn’t do too much damage, but with the protective magic down the Deckhands could actually damage the ghoul, and its hisses of anger changed into hisses of pain as the daggers slashed at it repeatedly. I was still working on reloading my arquebus when Marjory fired again, and her fourth shot smashed through the ghoul’s head and killed it.
“Now this is more like it!” Marjory said enthusiastically. “I was beginning to think scavenging was boring!”
“This is a little more excitement than I was going for,” I answered and slowed down to reload more carefully.
It took a few moments for our breathing to calm down after the frantic battle, and I headed towards the dead ghoul to look for its shield.
“Aren’t you going to syphon its vim?” Marjory asked and started towards the work tables to see if there was anything salvageable.
“No shattering way!” I shuddered. “Not worth the risk of gaining mortis.”
“Doesn’t vim lose its alignment when transferred from anything other than a ‘stone? I mean, if you could drain elemental vim from a living creature, I know that at least some Shapers would be killing my folk for it.”
“Vi Mortis isn’t like elemental vim,” I answered and removed an ornate belt from the dead ghoul. “Vim vitae is life force. It’s generated by life and can be used by life. You can’t have death aligned life force. When a ghoul is created, the vim is corrupted into mortis, and it will be passed to my Shapes if I syphon it.”
“Isn’t that a good thing though? Dwarves don’t tend to become Shapers, but even I know that elemental vim makes for stronger Shapes. Wouldn’t this death vim do the same?”
“Oh, it certainly would. But if I ever Unshape the Deckhand the syphoned it, the mortis will transfer to me and turn me into a ghoul.”
“OK, that’s definitely not worth it,” Marjory shuddered. “But you can always keep it in whatever Deckhand drains it and just enjoy a stronger Shape, right?”
“I could, and I know that there are Shapers willing to risk it, but there are more than enough tales of Shapers turning into ghouls after syphoning mortis. And once I take it I’m stuck with it forever. I just don’t think it’s worth it.”
“I see your point. Definitely not worth it.”
“Yeah. It’s a shame I lost the vim from the Deckhand it got first, but there’s no helping it at this point. And at least we got this!” I showed her a fancy looking leather belt covered with abstract shapes stitched in silver thread.
“Ooh. Is that the shield?”
“Yeah. It’s not that useful for either of us since both of us use vim heavily, but it should fetch a decent price.”
Spells were, in essence, miniature Patterns. The user charged them with his or her vim to activate it, and every time it was used it would exhaust the vim and require a new charge. Unlike Patterns and Shapes, a spell didn’t keep the vim used to activate it, and the exhausted life force was returned to the user and regenerated. It was a similar process to that used by the dwarfs to power their steam engines, but could give far more elaborate results.
A shield spell was very powerful, but as a Shaper I was almost always out of personal vim, and Marjory needed her own fire aligned vim to operate her cannon. She could still use the shield spell, but it would greatly reduce the amount of shots she could fire without rest.
“That’s an understatement if I ever heard one,” Marjory smiled at the thought of her share of the shield’s price. “It doesn’t look like there’s anything else here, unfortunately. The ghoul must have destroyed everything else while it was locked in.”
“It’s still more than worth the detour,” I said and started to head down the stairs. “And I’m thinking that I might have enough gold for more than two Archers when we get to Whitecliff.”
We left the tower with one less Deckhand than we entered it with, and I really hated the fact that I lost its vim, but I still had enough to Shape five more rank I Shapes. With the gold from selling our new loot, I’d be able to Shape four Archers and return to five Deckhands, giving me a decent fighting force.
I called down the Swift to pick us up, and we were just boarding when an extremely loud screech informed me that we had some more trouble coming.
I searched around and above us for the source of the screech, and saw it almost immediately. The bird might have been an ordinary eagle, except that as I had estimated earlier, it was indeed as long as the Swift and had a wingspan of about twenty five meters. Its feathers were brown, except for a white head and neck, and its beak looked big enough to bite a horse in half.
“Rukh!” Marjory yelled, and I could hear a trace of fear in her otherwise steady voice. “We can’t let it hit the Swift. It can probably break her in half if it dives at us!”
“I’ll take her up above its dive as soon as it commits,” I answered. “We can’t afford the time for the Swift to integrate your cannon again, so you’ll have to fight it as is, or use the bow arbalest.”
The giant bird started its dive, and I pulled the wing sail lever as far as it could go to lift us out of its path. The giant bird missed us by a decent margin, but the wind from its passage rocked us enough that Marjory’s shot missed it too.
The rukh was now beneath us, and managed to pull up before it smashed into the flying island. It was still extremely fast, but had to lose a lot of that speed when it started circling to regain its height.
“It’s out of range,” Marjory called from her place on the starboard side of the Boat. “I need you to get me closer so I can shoot it!”
The Deckhands were still busy unfurling the sails, and by the time the Swift was ready to sail, the rukh had climbed to nearly our altitude. I aimed the bow at the bird and scrambled to the loaded arbalest, and as soon as we got close enough my bolt joined Marjory’s lead shot, both of us hitting the giant bird.
The bird’s thick coat of feathers absorbed Marjory’s attack and diffused a lot of its energy, but my bolt managed to pierce through it and wound its flank. It wasn’t by any means a serious wound, but it still caused the rukh to screech in pain and anger.
Marjory swore in a language I didn’t understand and shucked off her large weapon, which the Swift immediately began to absorb.
“I’ll take the blasted arbalest until the cannon is ready,” she yelled at me. “The mobile version doesn’t pack enough punch!”
I nodded at her and ran back to the wheel, and my gunner scrambled to her position in front of the arbalest. This was the first time I had to pilot the Boat while the bow arbalest was manned, and I was thankful that my gunner was a dwarf, because a human would have blocked my forward view. Knowledge from my Attire hinted that the pilot didn’t necessarily need to see, and would normally accept direction from a lookout or the captain, but for that to work I’d need a ranked up Deckhand to take the wheel.
Marjory’s enhanced strength proved to be an asset, and she had the arbalest reloaded in half the time it would have taken me, and a second bolt pierced the bottom of the rukh’s wing mere seconds after she took over. The giant bird didn’t seem to be affected by its minor wounds, and I hastily raised the Swift higher to prevent it from reaching a high enough point from which to dive again.
We climbed in tandem for a few minutes, the rukh mere meters above the Swift’s mast. It couldn’t get high enough to attack from and didn’t seem willing to just slug it out at the same height, but the arbalest wasn’t doing more than enrage it. Time, however, was on our side, and I soon got a feeling that the aft cannon was ready.
“Cannon is up!” I shouted at Marjory, who quickly abandoned her spot and ran towards the stern. The mounted steam cannon used larger ammunition than the mobile version, and shot it at a far higher speed, and I could hear the giant bird’s hollow bones crack when it hit its left leg. Her second shot slammed into the rukh’s right wing, and the crippled bird began to spiral downward towards the flying island. Marjory didn’t relent, and shot after shot smashed into the bird’s back. By the time we got back down to the island, the rukh was nothing more than a battered corpse, which my Deckhands immediately set to drain of its vim.
“Now that’s more like it!” Marjory enthused. The dwarf rushed over and caught me in an almost bone crushing hug. “Thank you for the new cannon, captain! And you too, Swifty.”
I was somewhat amused to see the happy dwarf pat the wheel of the Boat affectionately, and more than a little flushed by the hug. It was hard to see underneath her leather outfit, but Marjory was at least as well-endowed as Mable, and she’d pressed herself to me really hard.
The encounter with the huge warped bird more than made up for the vim lost to the ghoul, and a quick exploration of its nest revealed the remains of several travelers, netting us several rusted but salvageable weapons and a smattering of modern copper and silver coins.
It was getting late in the day by the time we left the island, but I didn’t want to stop too close in case the rukh had a mate. We sailed onward for another couple of hours before I deemed it far enough to stop, and I took the boat high into the air before furling the sails and heading off to sleep, expecting to reach Whitecliff towards noon the next day.




Chapter 8 - Whitecliff
The city of Whitecliff lay at the edge of a mesa. For over a century, it marked the border between the settled lands and the wilds, using its eponymous cliff as a natural barrier against both warped and raiders. It was only when Gerald Forrester, Darren’s  grandfather, lead a large force of Shapes and mercenaries to pacify and claim his own territory that the plains under the mesa were rendered safe for travelers.
Back when the city marked the end of the settled lands, it was surrounded by imposing stone walls from three sides, and any enemies from the wilds would have had to climb up the single narrow road under a constant barrage of fire from the defenders. In the years since Gerald’s Rest had been established, however, the city had grown beyond its obsolete walls and even down to the cliff face itself. The city had always reached all the way to the very edge of the mesa, and once the danger of the wilds was pushed back, it spread both outward and down, and the buildings set into the cliff face itself had turned what was once a single snaking path up to the city into a sprawling vertical quarter.
As an older and more central settlement than Gerald’s Rest, Whitecliff was significantly larger and saw a lot more traffic, which meant that there was no way to keep the Swift out of sight. Not unless we disembarked a week away from the city and went on foot. I was still leery of revealing the existence of the Boat Pattern, but I was fortunate enough to be traveling with a dwarven blue hair, and Marjory and I had settled on a plan long before Whitecliff appeared on the horizon.
We approached the city at noon on the third day after we left Gerald’s Rest. The city was built almost entirely of stone and painted a brilliant white color, and combined with the fact that I’d never seen a vertical city before, I found it to be a magnificent sight. Marjory, who was used to the dwarven underground cities, was much less impressed at the sight.
The White family had chosen the location of their city for purely defensive purposes, and it was one of a handful of cities not located near rivers. And since there wasn’t a convenient dock for us to approach, I chose to land the Swift just outside of town on top of the cliff. Our approach was obviously noticed, and by the time we settled down and deployed the gangplank there was a whole crowd of curious locals waiting for us, barely held back by a small contingent of guards.
The guards’ leader, a lieutenant according to the bars on his shoulders, met us at the bottom of the gangplank.
“Halt! State your names and purpose here!”
“My name is Marjory, daughter of Meredith,” my gunner took the lead as we’d agreed earlier. “I am taking my new boat, the Cerulean Swift on its shakedown cruise. Captain Baker here is a Shaper and has business with Simon White, so we’re stopping here for the night.”
“You built this boat? I always thought dwarves didn’t like boats.”
“We don’t. That’s why I have a human Shaper to crew her for me. But inspiration falls where it wills, and thus I have a flying boat.”
“I see. Welcome to Whitecliff then, ma’am. I will have to caution you that I don’t have the manpower to guard your boat, and I’d strongly advice that you not leave her unattended.”
“That is not an issue, Lieutenant?”
“Oh, please forgive me. Everly. Mark Everly.”
“Thank you. That is not an issue Lieutenant Everly. My captain will send the boat back up before we leave.”
I took that as my cue and had the Deckhand at the wheel raise the Swift up and out of sight, accompanied by cries of wonder from the watching locals. I already had the artefacts from the tower in my backpack, and Marjory had her cannon with her. Lieutenant Everly had to clear the way into the city for us, since the watchers were still looking up to where the Swift had vanished from sight.
“Do you know any good taverns around, Lieutenant?” Marjory asked after we were finally free of the crowd. “Captain Baker needs to talk to Mr. White, but I really don’t have any interest in their Shaper talks, and would much rather get my hands on a cold mug of ale.”
“The Rickety Rukh has the best ale in the city, according to my men. Just go to the Vertical Quarter and it’s at the top of the old winding path.”
“Thank you very much, Lieutenant. You’ll join me for a mug after you’re done with Mr. White, Captain?”
“Gladly, Mistress Marjory,” I answered my ‘employer’.
✽✽✽
 
The White family lived in the center of the old walled town, in a mansion that put the Forresters’ to shame. An ornate whitesteel fence that must have cost hundreds of gold surrounded the huge grounds, and the guards standing at attention on both sides of the only gate were clad in heavy armor made of the same expensive metal. I could easily look through the fence at a well-manicured lawn dotted by marble statues and elegantly trimmed bushes.
“What brings you here, sir?” the left guard asked when I approached the gate. It was a far more polite greeting than I expected, but I assumed that my Captain Attire looked richly made enough to make me seem important.
“My name is Jack Baker, and I would like to speak to Mr. Simon White,” I answered.
“I see. Is Mr. White expecting you?”
“I’m afraid not, but I have a letter for him from Darren Forrester down at Gerald’s Rest.”
“If you would give me the letter, I will deliver it to Mr. White and see if he is willing to see you.”
“Thank you very much.”
I handed Darren’s letter to the guard and he went into the mansion. I didn’t know how long I would have to wait for Simon’s answer, so I whiled away the time by looking at the impressive collection of statues on the Whites’ lawn.
It took about ten minutes for the guard to return, and he was accompanied by a well-dressed middle aged man.
“Mr. Baker, I am Harrold, the White family butler. If you will follow me please, I will take you to wait for Master Simon.”
The guard opened the gate and I followed the butler forward into the grounds. Up close, the lawn looked even more impressive than it did through the gate. The statues were all carved from white marble, and depicted what I assumed were members of the White family, carved in exquisite detail by an obvious master.
The trimmed bushes, on the other hand, seemed at first to be a random collection of men and beasts. It took me a few seconds to recognize one of the bushes as depicting a Bowmaster, the rank IV form of the Archer Shape, and then it became clear that the collection was of the White family Patterns. I couldn’t even begin to estimate the time and effort required for the gardeners to maintain the display.
The mansion itself was three stories high and made of the same white marble as the statues, and clearly built to impress guests rather than for defense. Large glass windows, both clear and stained, showed glimpses into richly appointed rooms, and the butler led me to a set of double doors made of intricately carved white wood.
The foyer was even more impressive than the grounds. The floor was a checkerboard of white and black marble, with a plush white carpet leading towards a massive staircase leading to the second story. The walls were covered with rich brown oak panels and beautiful oil paintings. Harrold led me up the stairway to the second floor and into a corridor leading to the left wing of the mansion. There were more paintings hanging in the corridor, and the large glass windows I saw from outside let in the light of the setting sun.
We stopped at a medium sized room somewhere in the middle of the wing. Three comfortable looking leather chairs were set around a short coffee table in the middle of the room under a large chandelier. The left wall was covered by a large display case filled with objects I could recognize as old world artefacts, and a large book case covered the right. A large window was set into the middle of the wall opposite the door, giving a beautiful view of the mansion grounds and the city beyond.
“Please wait here for a few minutes, Mr. Baker. Master Simon will be with you shortly.”
I poured myself a glass of water from a crystal carafe that was waiting on the table, and went to take a closer look at the artefacts. The display case contained a large number of old-world coins similar to the ones Marjory and I had found in the tower. Of more interest were five small stone statues depicting a sword wielding warrior, a singer holding a lute, a robed man carrying a staff, a female archer and a robed woman holding a book. The Five were a recurring theme in old world artwork, and nobody was really sure who and what they were. The best guess modern scholars could give was the The Five were gods the old worlders believed in, but their names and purviews were a complete unknown.
On a different shelf, a collection of whitesteel pieces reminded me of the machinery I found in the same ruins the Boat Pattern was in. It may have been used to create elemental stones when it was whole, but even if it was still whole, most old-world machinery didn’t work anymore.
There were more knickknacks in there than I’d found in all my scavenging days. Pieces of old-world artwork, parts of machinery, jewels and even what appeared to be part of an ancient book cover, with a faded drawing that might have been of the lute holding singer from The Five.
“Impressive, isn’t it?”
I turned around at the voice. The man who entered the room was taller than me and thin enough to be almost emaciated. He had close cropped dark hair and black eyes, and was wearing a tailored spider silk suit that probably cost more gold than I’d ever seen.
“Very impressive,” I agreed. “I didn’t know the White family were such avid collectors.”
“The family as a whole isn’t, but I have taken a liking to the old world and have started my own collection of artefacts.”
He walked over to the chairs and sat down, motioning for me to take a seat across from him.
“So, Mr. Baker. Darren tells me that you are a Shaper and scavenger, and that you desire access to some of our Patterns, is that correct?”
“It is. I find myself in need of some ranged attackers, and your Archers would fill that need perfectly.”
“That is not at all a problem. I will need four gold coins for every Shaping.”
“That’s a bit steep, isn’t it? It’s usually two gold for a standard Shape.”
“That may be true for most things, but there aren’t many ranged Shapes out there, so we charge more for the Archers,” Simon said shamelessly.
This placed me in a bit of a problem. I was sure that I had enough gold for two Archers, but at four gold per Shaping I could only afford one. On the other hand, if Simon White was a collector himself, I might be able to sell some of the things Marjory and I took from the tower to raise the gold. I’d estimated the coins and jewelry box at around ten gold if I sold to Darren, but I might be able to get more from Simon if he was buying for himself.
I’d still need to give Marjory her cut, but she owed me three gold for the whitesteel she used. Standard split for officers on a ship is one full share for the owner, one full share for the captain and whatever was agreed upon with the other officers. Since Marjory asked for a half share, she would be getting twenty percent of the profit from selling our loot, which meant that she would pay me back for the whitesteel after we reached a total of fifteen gold.
“Four gold per Shaping it is then,” I agreed. “I also have some old world coins and a jewelry box to sell if you are interested. I was going to sell to Darren on my next trip to Gerald’s Rest, but you might find something you are interested in.”
“Oh?” he raised his brows questioningly. “I would be most interested to see what you have to sell.”
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I left the Whites’ mansion an hour later with four Archers in tow and seven gold left in my pocket. Simon White had bought my coins without even blinking, and was very interested in the jewelry box. I sold the whole lot to him for twenty gold, and then spent sixteen on Shaping the archers. Marjory’s cut would be the cost of the whitesteel and an extra one gold, leaving me with a very nice profit from the tower.
I was determined to use the White family Patterns as little as possible in the future, but I would still be visiting Whitecliff often, since Simon assured me that he’d be very happy to buy more artefacts.
All in all, I was very happy with the evening’s business, and looking forward to a good dinner and some ale in the Rickety Rukh.
The White’s mansion was as far from the cliff edge as it was possible to be and still remain within the old city walls, and I’d been walking for fifteen minutes before I reached the original pathway down to the grasslands beneath. The Rickety Rukh was actually built into the cliff and its entrance was two stories below the street. The sign at the entrance showed a large bird standing on one leg on top of a bar stool and holding a mug of ale in the other.
The Rukh was obviously a popular tavern, and the common room was even more crowded than the Boar and Barrel at dinner time. The clientele looked to be fairly successful traders and craftsmen, and I thanked the old-worlders for providing me with the Attire, because my regular clothes would have looked entirely too shabby by comparison.
A very large man was standing behind the bar at one side of the room, and was kept constantly busy by demands for ale, and five different serving girls had to push their way through the crowd to deliver orders to the tables. It took me a couple of minutes to locate Marjory, and when I did I had to stop and stare for a moment.
My gunner had taken the time to bathe and change clothes while I was busy with Simon White, and this was the first time I saw her in anything other than her battered and utilitarian leathers. Dressed in tight pants and a short sleeved shirt, her heavily muscled arms and legs were clearly visible. She was a hundred and ten centimeters tall and very broad shouldered, but unlike every depiction I’d ever seen of dwarven physique, she was as far from being blocky as possible. Her body tapered from her wide shoulders to a waist that was narrow by comparison, but still significantly thicker than my own  and then flared into hips as wide as her shoulders and a large, but very toned, butt. Her breasts, as I’d noticed before when she hugged me, were just as large as Mable’s and looked even bigger on her shorter body, and fitted her wide frame perfectly.
The almost scandalously dressed dwarf was definitely out of place in the crowded common room, and the other patrons left her alone at her table. When I approached, she had a huge plate of roasted pork in front of her and a large mug of ale in one hand. It was obviously not her first mug, enough to overcome even her impressive endurance.
“Jacky! About time you got here! I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”
“How could I possibly forget about my lovely employer?” I answered her with a smile and sat down next to her. “You know that Shaping takes time.”
“Lovely, am I?” my gunner smiled at me and batted her eyelashes. “Lovely enough for you to treat me to dinner?”
I was still feeling really good about the trading I did with Simon, and decided to play along with my attractive shipmate.
“Most assuredly,” I took her hand in mine and kissed it, then winked at her. “It will just have to come out of the resupply funds before we split the profits.”
Marjory was tipsy enough that she’d started to blush before I finished my sentence, and then she snatched her hand back and guffawed loudly. “I take it that your business was successful then?”
A pinch faced and harried looking serving girl chose that moment to break through the crowds and approach our table.
“What will you be having?” she asked me in a monotonous voice. “We have roast pork, rabbit stew and fried chicken.”
“I’ll take the chicken and a mug of the house ale,” I answered, and she immediately turned and headed back to the kitchen, her stride showing none of the suggestiveness of Mable.
“And get me another ale!” Marjory shouted after the departing girl, then turned to me. “I have a feeling I won’t be getting dessert like in Gerald’s Rest.”
“Certainly looks that way,” I agreed. “And yeah, it appears that Simon White is a collector of old world artefacts, and he bought everything except the spell for a higher price than Darren would have given us.”
“Very nice. So you got your Archers?”
“Yeah. Four of them waiting outside of the tavern. I’ll probably want to buy some more food in the market tomorrow, and then we can be on our way.”
My own dinner arrived soon after, and Marjory and I settled into a companionable silence while we ate. Marjory drank an incredible amount of ale with her meal, and had enough food to fill me up twice over. After Gerald’s Rest, I knew better than to try and keep up with her drinking and had limited myself to two mugs of ale, and Marjory herself never seemed to pass beyond tipsy.
I never thought I would be attracted to a woman who was so much wider than me, but as the evening progressed and I found my gaze drawn more and more towards Marjory’s cleavage, I couldn’t deny that I was definitely getting interested. Unfortunately, Marjory had already shown that she was interested in women and despite our earlier flirting, I knew that my attraction would have to remain unsaid.
It’d been weeks since my evening with Mable, and Marjory’s proximity was starting to make me uncomfortably hard. I considered trying to hire one of the serving girls to relieve me, but they all seemed as dour as the first one, and I found them to be completely unenticing. I ended up excusing myself to Marjory and after paying for a room, I went up and directly to bed. About an hour later there was a knock on the door, but I was in the middle of taking care of myself and didn’t want to face whoever it was, so I just pretended to already be asleep until they went away.




Chapter 9 – Down to Earth
Marjory was back to wearing her leathers when I came down to the common room for breakfast the next morning, and barely grunted as a response to my greeting. She kept on being untalkative as we went to the marketplace to buy provisions, and all the way back to the Swift. We boarded the Boat in silence and managed to lift off before the gathering crowd could get near us, and I aimed the bow towards the border, but at an angle from Gerald’s Rest so we could try and avoid the raiders we ran into before.
Since we weren’t taking the shortest route to the wilds, I expected it to take about a week to reach the border. It took Marjory all of the first day to thaw enough to speak, and she still seemed distant and refused to say what was bothering her. I was beginning to think that I may have been mistaken about her intentions that evening in the Rukh, but I had no idea how to bring it up.
By the time I saw the Outpost in the distance, the two of us were more or less back to how things were before Whitecliff. I once again stopped the Swift out of sight of the Outpost and went to talk to the soldiers, but it appeared as if there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary in that part of the wilds. Back on the Boat, we sailed high to pass over the Outpost and then lowered the Swift down to nearly ground level to ensure we wouldn’t miss any camouflaged warped and sailed deeper into the wild.
I still didn’t want to go too far from the settled lands, so I took the Swift about a day into the wild and turned to more or less parallel the border. Between my four new Archers and Marjory’s cannon, hunting warped became extremely easy. There didn’t seem to be any flying beasts around, and we could easily stay out of reach of any grounded enemy and fill them with arrows.
The Archers worked in the same way that the Swift’s arbalest and mounted steam cannon did, by using Ephemera as ammunition. Somewhere between a spell and a Shape, Ephemera were physical objects made of vim, but instead of draining vim from a Shaper to form, Ephemera merely exhausted their creator’s life force, but in return only had a limited lifespan, which made them perfect for use as ammunition. My Archers could shoot twenty Ephemera arrows before becoming exhausted, and would then need about half an hour to recover. I had no idea how many shots the arbalest and cannon could fire, since we never seemed to reach the limit.
Unfortunately, just like the soldiers told me, warped seemed to be really scarce in that part of the wilds, and after a week of sailing I had barely enough vim to return to having five Deckhands. Marjory was getting really antsy, since none of what we were fighting was worth anything. She was even starting to talk about getting back to Gerald’s Rest and taking on the raiders, since that would at least give us something to fight and some profit.
In the end, I agreed to go half a day deeper into the wilds and start to head back, with an agreement that we’d be going back to Gerald’s Rest to check on her brothers, and then back into the wilds near town where there were more targets.
Our luck changed a day after our direction did. I was still taking the Swift higher into the sky every evening so we could sleep out of sight from the ground, and I was still in the process of waking up when I caught sight of something in the distance. It looked, at first sight, like nothing more than a low hill, which is why I missed it when I took the Boat up the evening before. But with the morning’s light illuminating it, the hill seemed to be a bit too regular. I still probably would have missed it, but I’d been looking for old-world ruins for several years now, and the almost perfectly circular hill just screamed at me that it was artificial.
“Why are we turning?” Marjory asked sleepily when I aimed the Swift’s bow towards the suspected ruins. She almost always woke up later than me, since I needed to get us back to ground level before any hunting could start.
“I’ve seen something that might be an old-world ruin,” I answered her and pushed the lever to the ‘descend’ position. “I figured we might want to explore it before we continue.”
"Blasted right we do!” my gunner said with a lot more enthusiasm than she’d shown for the past couple of weeks. “I guess sometimes you do know how to show a girl a good time.”
“Hey, my problem was never about showing a girl a good time,” I hastily took the opportunity to try and mend things further. “It’s more a question of knowing when than of knowing how.”
"I guess it’s brick between the eyes then,” was the cryptic and somewhat worrying reply, and having no ready answer I let the conversation lapse.
It took us a couple of hours to reach the hill I’d seen, and the closer we got the more I felt that I was indeed looking at an artificial structure. The hill was bigger than it looked from further away, and I estimated it at around a hundred meters across. Once we got close enough to see details, I turned to port and circled around it, and about a quarter of a circle in I saw a tunnel big enough for two people to walk in side by side leading into the hill.
We landed near the ruins and disembarked with four of the Deckhands and all four Archers, and I had the remaining Deckhand take the Swift back up, along with the two Hawks. I sent two of the Deckhands into the entrance first, followed by two of the Archers, than Marjory and myself, the remaining Archers and two more Deckhands as rear guard. I couldn’t help but contrast what was essentially a small war party with the two Hounds I started with, and I thanked my luck that I’d managed to find the Boat Pattern, without which I would still be struggling to get the gold for Shaping.
The tunnel we were going into was too low for any of us to walk upright. Marjory had to stoop a little to fit, but I, and my Shapes, had to crawl to fit in. The tunnel looked too regular to be something carved by a stream of water, but was just as clearly not man-made. I was fairly sure some kind of beast was responsible, and I hoped we’d reach the actual ruins before running into whatever it was.
Luck was still with us, apparently, and the tunnel opened up after only a couple of meters. There was still enough light coming from the entrance to see a regularly shaped corridor build in a seamless whitewashed style I recognized from previous old-world ruins I'd explored. We entered from what was once a wall, and the corridor continued to the left and right before being swallowed by the darkness. As soon as we could stand, I took out two torches from my backpack and lit them up, giving one to each of two Deckhands.
The light revealed that while the walls were somehow still in an almost pristine condition, other than the hole we came through and what looked like a high-water mark indicating that the place had flooded at least once over the centuries, the floor was scuffed by the passage of countless inhuman legs. I couldn’t tell what was responsible for the scuffing, but the scratches on the floor were done by something hard and tough.
We set off towards the left, since the floor was more scuffed in that direction and I preferred to meet whatever was living in the ruins head on rather than having it sneak up on us. Before we started, I placed one torch bearing Deckhand in front and the other behind us and drew a left pointing arrow on the wall with a piece of chalk. Making an actual map of the ruins would slow us down too much, and I wanted an indication of where we were going.
A few meters into the corridor we came upon an opening in the right hand wall, but the room beyond it had obviously suffered greatly over the years. Spots of dried up fungi marked places were water pooled after flooding the room, and whatever furniture used to fill it had long since rotted to almost nothing, leaving behind piles of useless debris.
Less than a minute after leaving that first room we ran into the ruins’ inhabitants. The first indication that we had company was a rhythmical clicking sound, like stone hitting stone. The sound was coming closer, so I raised a hand to signal Marjory to stop and wait. Not that she needed it, since when I turned I saw her already in the process of heating up the boiler of her steam cannon.
The source of the sounds came into view shortly after. About the size of a large dog, the giant ant was covered by chitin that appeared more crystalline than smooth. Each of its six legs was tipped with what looked like granite, and the sound of those tips hitting the floor was what we heard. Large, vicious looking mandibles gave the warped insect a menacing look, and while a regular ant would probably have ignored a group of larger animals, warped were always a lot more aggressive than their mundane counterparts, and as soon as I saw the ant I knew it would attack.
My Archers were the first to fire on the ant, and I winced when I saw the arrows glance harmlessly off the hard exoskeleton. Marjory’s shot was more effective, and crunched part of the ant’s left mandible, but it, too, did a lot less damage than I expected.
“Tough little bugger, aren’t you?” Marjory grunted, already prepared to fire again.
“I think it’s earth aligned. Those leg tips and the armor look more rocklike than organic.”
“I can work with that.”
She took longer to fire the next shot, but when she did I saw that the lead was white hot and it splattered on the ant’s chitin and started to melt a hole through it.
“Nice work,” I complimented my gunner and ordered my Archers to aim for the weakened spot.
“Can’t do too many of those,” my gunner replied. “Takes significantly more vim than a regular shot.”
My Deckhands had caught the ant’s mandibles and were wrestling with it to prevent it from biting any of my Shapes, and my Archers were still peppering it with arrows. The immobilized ant couldn’t really do much, but it still took long minutes to wear it down and kill it. Eventually, one of the Archers scored a lucky shot to the melted part of the exoskeleton and killed the warped insect.
“That was fun!” Marjory exclaimed once the ant was down. “I haven’t used the heated ball trick in years, and never in a real battle.”
“That’s quite a trick. I don’t think I’ve heard of it before.”
“Takes a blue hair to do it, so it’s not something most dwarves can do. And like I said, it takes a lot more out of me than a regular shot.”
“Still a very nice trick, and it saved us a lot of trouble here”
“Thanks,” the dwarf smiled warmly at me.
“But it does bring us to a small problem,” I said.
“Yeah. Ants tend to come in swarms, and taking on a large group of them will not be easy.”
“We can retreat. There’s no telling if there’s even anything worthwhile in here.”
“No blasted way. This is the most excitement we’ve had since the ghoul. Besides, lots of ants mean lots of vim for you, doesn’t it?”
“There is that, yes.” My Deckhands had finished draining the ant of vim, and I got them back into formation. “Let’s move on then, shall we?”
“Aye aye, Captain!”
The corridor turned to the right about ten meters later, and I guessed that we’d reached the corner of the old-world facility. We passed and checked two more rooms before the corner, but found nothing more than the same debris and signs of flood from the first room. A second ant reached the corner at the same time as my Deckhands, and managed to bite through its arm before I realized what was happening. This was probably the greatest weakness of Shapes. They could be set tasks and would perform them tirelessly, but changing the task required the Shaper to give a different command, which made their reaction time slower than that of the warped.
Higher ranked Shapes could be given more complex orders, such as ‘walk in the corridor and if you see an ant attack it,’ but at rank I it was either ‘walk’ or ‘attack’. Shapes made for specific tasks could overcome some of the limitation, such as my Deckhands performing complicated jobs on the Boat or my Hounds coordinating their attacks and responding to threats without input from me, but the Deckhands weren’t combat Shapes and needed to be controlled directly.
I ordered the second vanguard Deckhand to grab onto the ant’s mandibles and keep them closed, and called up the Deckhands from the rear to aid it. The Archers opened fire on their own as soon as they identified the ant as hostile, but just like the first ant their arrows were almost entirely ineffective. Marjory, on the other hand, went directly to her heated shot trick and the molten lead started eating into the insect’s armor.
The damaged Deckhand still had its right hand, and being a vim construct and not a real living creature, it didn’t really feel pain. Barely hampered by its missing arm, the Shape followed my orders and stabbed at the ant’s eyes while the Archers tried to hit the damaged part of its armor. The warped ants weren’t as strong, relatively, as their regular counterparts, and the ant couldn’t shake off the Deckhands holding its mandibles. It still took several more minutes to deal enough damage to kill the giant insect, but my Shapes didn’t take any more damage during the battle.
“I don’t think we’ll be able to handle more than one of these things at a time,” I told Marjory while my Deckhands drained the dead ant’s vim.
“First thing you learn as a mercenary is that you don’t get paid if you don’t push forward,” my gunner answered.
“What about not getting paid if you die?”
“Most of us don’t ever learn that one until it’s too late,” she admitted.
“I’ve got a map of the area. We could mark the hill and go back later when we’re better equipped for it.”
“The ants are probably the reason there are so few warped in the area, and you’re not likely to be getting any vim until we leave it far behind.”
“You know, I think you’ve got a point there. But the other side of that argument is that if this is the ants’ nest, and if they’re responsible for clearing out most of the other warped in the area, then they have to leave it to gather food. We probably missed them leaving early in the morning, but we could set up outside and wait for them to come back.”
“Won’t work. We would have seen them out and about over the past week.”
“You can’t have it both ways, Marjory. They can’t be responsible for decimating the warped population without leaving their nest.”
“You may not have noticed it while wearing that fancy magical coat of yours, but it’s almost winter now, and probably too cold for the ants. It’s definitely too blasted cold for me, without anything or anyone to warm me up.”
I had to stop and think about that for a moment. It had been late autumn when I found the Boat Pattern, and it really should have been getting towards winter, but I’d been feeling so comfortable that the weather hadn’t been registering at all.
“You’re right,” I admitted. “I haven’t noticed the cold lately, and it does make sense for ants to be in winter mode. But that means we can’t expect to catch them out in the open, and we definitely can’t go deeper into the nest.”
“Blast it,” the dwarf cursed, and continued into a string of profanities, most of which was completely new to me. I waited patiently for her to calm down, knowing that dwarves, as warped, were naturally more aggressive than humans and that retreating could not be easy for my gunner. Eventually though, the stream of swearwords petered off, and Marjory stalked angrily back towards the entrance, so I gathered my Shapes and followed her.
Marjory had mostly calmed down by the time the Swift dropped to pick us up, and went to the stern to return her cannon to its mounted position. But my Deckhands had barely began to furl the sails when an ant erupted from the tunnel and skittered towards the Boat.
Marjory’s cannon was still indisposed, so I ordered one of the Deckhands to take the Swift up a couple of meters while I ran towards the arbalest. I managed to shoot at the ant before it left the firing arc, and the heavy bolt proved sufficient to pierce its exoskeleton, crippling the insect and giving me time to reload and fire again. The second shot was enough to kill the ant, and I sent one of the Deckhands down to drain it when another ant charged out of the tunnel and chomped off its head, followed closely by more of the insects.
“I think we got our wish!” I yelled to Marjory. “The ants must have found the bodies and decided to hunt down their killers.”
“I’m almost ready here. Just get them into my arc and I’ll do the rest!”
I got back to the wheel and turned the Boat away from the nest, pointing the now ready aft steam cannon at the attacking ants. I couldn’t actually see what was happening behind us, but the loud woomph! of the steam cannon and Marjory’s laughter were enough to let me know things were working out.
When the group of ants was all dead, I set the Swift down and sent two of the Deckhands to gather the vim, since I didn’t want to be left on the Boat without enough of a crew to get out if needed.
“Like shooting fish in a barrel,” Marjory came up from the stern to stand beside me. “The mounted cannon is heavy enough to crush their armor.”
“Good to know. It’s a pity we can’t take the Swift into the ruins. Both of her weapon mounts work a lot better than anything else we have.”
“You think there might be more of them coming?” my gunner asked hopefully.
“No idea. But we can certainly wait a while and see if they do.”
The Deckhands were done draining vim and back on the Boat by the time the next group of ants left the nest. I didn’t even need to be at the wheel during the second attack. Marjory’s cannon was firing heavier balls than her mobile version, and firing faster, since the Swift could create the Ephemera ammunition inside the barrel and save her the time needed to load it. I just stood next to her as she laughed gleefully while she took the ants out long before they could reach us.
By that evening, we must have killed dozens of the giant insects, my Deckhands were all maxed out on vim and I’d started on filling up the Archers.
“I think I need to go and rank up some of my Shapes,” I told Marjory when half an hour had passed since we’d seen any ant activity. “Yell if you see any more of them and need me to move the Swift.”
“Aye aye captain!”
I had five maxed out Deckhands, giving me two hundred vim to work with, and I would need a hundred to rank each of them up. I could Unshape three and rank up the remaining two, but that would mean Unshaping the ranked up version next time I needed to Shape anything. A better option would be to Unshape two of them, rank up a third and have enough vim to Shape two new Deckhands. This would also leave me with two maxed out Deckhands which I’d be able to use to rank up one of the Archers, once I got some more vim.
I pulled on the vim from the Deckhands, and felt the tightly woven Shapes start to unravel. The feeling of vim pouring into me was still unfamiliar enough to be a rush, but I couldn’t afford to get lost in it, since the extra vim would start to dissipate if I kept it.
I had to concentrate to force more vim into a third Deckhand than it could normally hold, and I could feel it becoming steadily harder until I felt like the Shape couldn’t possibly hold any more. I kept the pressure going against the barrier, and after a moment I felt it pop like a soap bubble. I immediately stopped the flow of vim, and watched as the Deckhand began to blur.
The Shape visibly grew a few centimeters in height and another few in shoulder width before it solidified again. The rank II Deckhand was still barefoot, but was wearing long canvas pants and a striped shirt. The same bandanna still covered its head, but its short knife had turned into a heavy cutlass. The whole process took ten minutes, during which nothing else happened around the Swift.
“So this is the ranked up version?” Marjory asked curiously once the transformation was complete and I'd joined her back on deck.
“Looks like it. I think I’ll call this one ‘Sailor’,” I looked at the new Shape carefully. “It should be stronger physically than the Deckhands, and I think that cutlass might be enough to pierce the ants’ exoskeleton.”
“Does that mean we’re going back in?”
“I’ll want to Shape two new Deckhands to replace the ones I’ve just Unshaped, but yeah. We’re going back in.”
Dead ants, it turns out, have a very distinctive smell. It’s somewhat similar to vinegar, but somehow sharper. And utterly overwhelming when released by several dozen dog sized insects. We had to stop twenty or so meters away from the entrance and let the Deckhands clear the way before we could bear to approach. With the corpses moved away and the air somewhat clearer, we walked back into the tunnel and reentered the ruins.
The bodies of the ants we’d killed inside the ruins weren’t there anymore, and I assumed that the ants cleared them away, probably while we’d been busy fighting on the surface. A little further from where we found the second ant the corridor split, with one side continuing straight ahead at the edges of the structure and the other heading right and deeper inside. There was also a door in the left side of the corridor, but opening it showed us that while it might have once been the entrance to the facility, there was now nothing more than a dirt wall beyond. The ants’ trail led right, but I wanted to clear the ruins properly so we headed straight ahead, passing by several more debris filled rooms before the corridor turned right again at the corner.
Following the corridor ended up returning us to the tunnel leading outside, still without running into any living ants. We went back to the intersection and headed further in. There was no sound in the ruins except for our footsteps, and I was starting to get creeped out a little by the emptiness. On the other hand, I knew that if we’d tried this before fighting the ants on the surface we’d have run into more of them by now.
The corridor leading in was about ten meters long, and ended in another cross shaped intersection. The corridor to the right was completely blocked by a wall of dirt, and the scuffs on the floor showed that the ants came from straight ahead of us, leaving the floor on the left branch almost untouched. Once again, I chose to go left first, and we passed by more of the empty rooms on both sides before the corridor turned right. I was assuming that this corridor led all the way around just like the outer one, and that we’d run into the dirt wall at its end, but we only got three quarters of the way around before the corridor was once again blocked.
Just like the previous one, the dirt filled the corridor completely leaving no room for even air to pass. There was no way that the blockage was the result of a cave in, and I could only wonder why the ants felt the need to seal off a part of the ruins, and I was really curious about what was inside.
“Do we want to try and clear it away?” Marjory asked. “I like digging as much as the next dwarf, but this looks like a huge pain.”
“I’m pretty sure the Deckhands can handle it,” I answered, “but I don’t think we should do it. Not yet, at least. I want to check the open areas first so we don’t find ourselves attacked from behind while the Shapes are busy digging.”
“Works for me, as long as we don’t leave it behind. You might be in this for the vim, but I would like to get paid, and there might be decent loot behind.”
“Don’t worry. I’m still a scavenger, and we don’t leave any rocks unturned.”
We backtracked to the intersection and went deeper in. The heart of the ruins seemed to be nothing more than a stairway leading up to the second floor, and we went straight up. On the second floor, the stairway was located in another otherwise empty room, and when we left we were in an intersection almost identical to the one on the floor below. There wasn’t any dirt wall blocking any of the directions, and the scuffed floor showed that the ants mostly used the corridor on our left. Once again, I chose to go away from the insect’s preferred direction first, and turned right. It was immediately obvious that the water never got to the second floor, and when we reached the first room on our left it became clear that it used to be a bedroom.
The remains of a single large bed dominated the center of the room, the wood and linens rotten but still recognizable. A small, broken down wardrobe was located on the right side of the room, and what might have once been a writing desk took up space on the left. We quickly searched the wardrobe and desk, but couldn’t find anything of value.
The rest of the rooms were probably the mirror images of the first before the passage of centuries. Time, however, did not treat them all the same way. Some had almost whole beds and piles of debris instead of wardrobes. Others had nearly pristine desks and a pile of dust for a bed. But all had once held the same furniture in the same layout.
“I think this must have been an inn of some sort,” I mused aloud. “Though larger than any I’ve seen in modern towns.”
Marjory just grunted instead of a reply. We’d been searching every room we came across, and had so far found nothing other than a few old world coins. I could tell that the dwarf was getting antsy, but I knew that I would never get her out of the ruins without properly searching them in their entirety. Not that I wanted to. I wanted more vim and loot too.
We’d almost finished going all the way around when we came upon a large hole in the floor. A dirt ramp led from the far side of the hole back down into the first floor, and I could see the ants’ scuff marks starting at the very edge of the ramp. 
“Looks like we won’t have to tear down the blockage,” I told Marjory. “This must be the ants’ way of keeping their nest dry when the first floor is flooded.”
“We’re going down there now. I’m bored of these ruins, and I want to see if there’s anything left to fight in the nest. We can check the rooms on the outer ring on the way out.”
I didn’t have any reason to argue with the hotheaded dwarf, and the hole was small enough that we could pass around it and reach the ramp without backtracking again.
We followed the dirt ramp down to the first floor and straight through another hole, leading us into a dirt tunnel barely high enough to walk in, and too narrow to proceed in anything other than single file. The tunnel split soon after, with one branch leading further down and another horizontal branch leading forward. We followed the horizontal branch to a large circular room filled with hundreds of dead animals. The bodies were covered by a thin crystalline shell which must have protected them from rotting, and I could see both regular beasts and warped in what was obviously the colony’s food storage.
There didn’t seem to be anything of use for us in the room, and neither of us wanted to search through the grisly pile, so we backed up and took the tunnel leading further down. We passed through a few more similar storage rooms on our way down before we reached what must have been the heart of the colony and the queen ant’s room.
The queen’s chamber must have been at least a hundred meters long, and its walls were covered with mounds of eggs. I couldn’t get an accurate count in the dim light from our torches, but there had to be at least as enough eggs to fully restore the colony after our topside battle. The queen ant lay roughly in the center of the room, and a pair of ants was in the middle of transporting yet another egg away from its abdomen to the edge of the room
The giant ants we’d been fighting before had been about the size of a large dog. Next to the queen, they looked like regular insects. It was the same brown as the ground the nest was burrowed into, and it took a while before I could make sense of it. The giant insect was twenty meters long and four across, and rose to a height of two meters. Its mandibles must have been as long as I was tall, and could probably tear an armored knight in two.
Fortunately for us, she was also weighted down by a huge egg sack as big around as the Swift and seemed incapable of moving. The four ants attending her, on the other hand, were under no such constraint and the pair that wasn’t burdened by an egg charged at us as soon as we entered. Marjory’s molten lead shot hit the one on the left before it could take more than a couple of steps in our direction, and I sent two of my Deckhands to wrestle it and keep it away from us. The Archers’ arrows still bounced off the ants’ exoskeletons, but a lucky shot took out one of the already wounded insect’s eyes. I sent the third Deckhand and my single Sailor to attack the second warped, and while my rank I Shape couldn’t do more than keep it at bay, the Sailor’s heavy cutlass left deep cuts in the ant’s body wherever it struck.
A second shot from Marjory started to burn another hole in the left ant’s armor, and the Sailor had managed to severe the right ant’s head from its body, and I was starting to believe that the battle was completely one sided when the second pair of ants abandoned its burden and raced to join in. On their own, they wouldn’t have made much of a difference since the original pair was dead by the time they were close enough to be a threat, but the queen herself chose that point to add to the chaos.
Immobile and about fifty meters away from us, we both assumed that the queen wouldn’t be able to aid her drones, and concentrated all of our attacks on the more mobile workers. A large ball of acid hitting the Sailor and causing it to immediately dissipate proved us wrong, and in a single second we found ourselves facing two healthy ants with one of our only two effective attackers down.
The queen spat a second ball of acid at one of the Deckhands, but I was ready for it and managed to order the Shape to dodge. Marjory landed a shot on another ant, but I knew that at best she could empower two or three more attacks, and would then be left helpless until she could rest.
“Back away!” I yelled at my gunner and started to retreat towards the corridor.
“No blasted way!” the dwarf yelled back, still charging for another shot. “I am not running away from a bunch of insects!”
“Neither am I,” I answered and had one of my Shapes dodge another ball of acid, this time at the cost of getting its leg bitten clean off by the ant it was holding. “But we’ll have a far easier time fighting these two out of range of the queen’s acid!”
She fired another shot at the wounded ant and managed to finish it off, then grudgingly began to fall back, keeping even with myself and the Archers. The last remaining worker ant finished off the wounded Deckhand and started to follow us, and I had the remaining two grapple it and keep it away while the rest of us retreated. I lost another Deckhand to an acid ball before I lost sight of the queen because of the rising corridor. I felt the last Deckhand dissipate, though I couldn’t tell the precise reason, and assumed that the ant would follow us soon.
“How many shots do you have left?” I asked Marjory.
“Just one more, and then I’m out of vim. Should be enough for one ant, if your Archers can hit the hole I make in its armor.”
“Should be, but I think I’ll prepare the arquebus in case we need something extra.”
It was starting to become a habit, unfortunately. Any major fight we had ended up requiring me to use one of my precious charges of blast powder. I only had enough ammunition for nineteen shots, and nowhere to get more for at least a few more months.
I didn’t usually enjoy being proven wrong, but I was really not going to complain when the ant followed us into the corridor and Marjory’s shot splashed on its head, blinding it and giving my Archers a perfect target. Four arrows hit the insect’s newly vulnerable spot, piercing its brain and killing it instantly.
“Ugh,” I sank down to the ground and set the arquebus besides me. “I think we need to rest up before we go after the queen.”
Marjory didn’t say anything in reply, and just sank down to sit across from me and closed her eyes. I knew she’d probably exhausted all of her vim on that last shot and would be extremely tired until she could restore it, so I set the Archers to guard us while I waited for the Deckhands to reform and for my gunner to wake up.
✽✽✽
 
It took half an hour for my Deckhands and Sailor to reform, and for Marjory to recover from her vim exhaustion and wake up. I knew that a normal human would be fully recovered after half an hour of rest, but dwarves were warped, and could hold a lot more vim. They’d still need to accumulate it at the normal rate of one vim per year, unless they use Shaping to drain it from other living beings, which meant that I could guess that Marjory had about twenty vim, but I couldn’t actually be sure without getting into conversation topics which I’d always been told were impolite.
Regardless, I trusted her enough to accept that she’d recovered enough to fight the queen ant. In all honesty, I wasn’t that worried about the queen. She could spit acid at us, but she was still immobile and couldn’t even turn around. All we had to do was circle around and attack her from behind and she would be helpless without its workers.
I sent two of the Deckhands into the queen’s chamber first, and had them jump to the side immediately. As I’d expected, the queen reacted by spitting a ball of acid, which my Shapes could easily dodge. The rest of us ran inside immediately after the attack, knowing that the queen would need a few seconds before she could attack again. The queen managed to shoot another glob of acid before we got far enough behind to be out of its reach, and then I ordered the Shapes to start attacking.
The queen’s exoskeleton turned out to be a lot tougher than the workers’, and Marjory’s shot wasn’t enough to burn through it. The Archers were completely useless, since the queen didn’t have any weak spots from behind. I had to order the Sailor to attack the same spot Marjory weakened before we did any noticeable damage to the huge insect.
The heavy cutlass broke the weakened chitin, but it turned out that the queen wasn’t quite as helpless as I thought, and one of its legs rose up and pierced through the Sailor’s right bicep. It wasn’t enough to take the rank II Shape out of the fight, but it wouldn’t be able to use its right arm until it healed.
I sent the Deckhands to hack at the leg and try to release the Sailor, and a few seconds later managed to get all of them back to a safe distance from the queen. The huge insect was trying to turn around and face us, but it would take long minutes before we would be in any danger from her acid. I ordered the Archers to try and hit the break in the queen’s armor, but even the arrows that managed to pierce into its flesh did very little actual damage.
“This isn’t going to work,” Marjory shook her head. “It’s too big to kill this way. We’re going to have to attack its more vulnerable spots.”
“You’re right,” I answered. “I think we need to aim for the back of her head. You’ll start and then I’ll send the Deckhands to strike at the same spot.”
Marjory inched to the side, trying to find a spot to aim at the queen’s head without being in her line of fire. I sent the Archers around to the front of the queen to draw her fire, since they weren’t of any use otherwise. I felt one of them dissipate after the huge ant hit it with her acid, and then Marjory fired and her own molten lead shot hit the queen at the spot between its head and neck.
The giant insect hissed in pain and anger, but couldn’t turn fast enough to prevent my Deckhands from rushing at the weakened spot and slicing away at the damaged chitin, or my Sailor from attacking left handed and slicing off its head.
The two of us took a few minutes to get our breathing under control after the battle, and I sent my Deckhands to drain the incredible amount of vim the queen had. I wanted another rank II Sailor to man both the wheel and arbalest, and then I planned on starting to rank up the Archers.
“Now that’s what I call fun!” my gunner said with a wide smile. “Now how about we see if queenie here had some decent loot?”
The ants must have taken most of the bodies from the hotel down to their nest at some point, and we found the remains of at least two dozen corpses. Marjory did not share my squeamishness, and I left her to sift through the pile of bones and went to look at the dead queen.
Any living creature had a chance to become warped when it had more vim than it could hold, and a warped creature would give birth to others warped in a similar way. In much the same way an elementally aligned warped would have descendants with the same alignment. However, for an adult warped to gain an elemental alignment, it would need to be exposed to elemental vim. And if this queen was the original queen of this colony, and I felt that that was very likely to be the case due to its huge amount of vim, then it might have an earthstone somewhere on its body.
It took half an hour of searching and all of my Shapes working together to roll the dead queen over, but my efforts were eventually rewarded when I pried loose a small black orb embedded into the queen’s abdomen.
“I’ve got a nice haul of coins, and a couple of pieces of jewelry here,” Marjory called out from behind the body. “Anything interesting on your side of things? I thought you said you didn’t have the skills to remove useable pieces from that thing.”
“I don’t,” I rounded the queen and smiled at the dwarf and showed her the stone. “I was hoping to find this.”
“I have no idea what that is, but it doesn’t look nearly good enough to go digging around in a dead insect body for.”
“This is an earthstone. It’s worth as much as the shield spell we found on the ghoul.”
“Nice one. Are you going to use it?”
“I’m not sure I have anything to use it on.”
“What are you talking about? You’ve got a dozen shapes now. There’s got to be something you can use it on.”
“Not really. I mean, the Hawks are going to get bigger and stronger, but they’ll lose their flight ability. The Archers will get harder to destroy, but it’s not really a good enough change to be worth an elemental stone. Most people use fire or sky stones on them, if they can even afford a stone.”
“What about the Deckhands? Or the Swift, for that matter?”
“Can’t use it on the Swift. It’s already air aligned, and you can’t get two elements on a Shape. And the Deckhands are a total crapshoot, since nobody has their Pattern other than me.”
“So you could be getting a huge boost from it?”
“Sure. Or I could be burning a large amount of potential gold on something that will be barely useful.”
“You can say that about every elemental stone, and then you’ll never see what your Deckhands can become.”
“Or I could wait until I have enough gold that losing a stone wouldn’t be an issue.”
“I like your caution, Jack. It’s a good trait in a captain, especially when you have dwarves in your troop. But sometimes you need to stop thinking so much and just grab what you want.”
“I…”
“Life won’t wait forever, you know. You’ve got to grab her when she’s offering, or you’ll lose out on that sweet, sweet kiss.”
While she was talking, Marjory walked over to me, grabbed my coat as if to demonstrate her point, and gazed up at me intently.
“Are we even still talking about the earthstone?”
“I don’t know, captain. Are we?”
The differences were a little strange at first. I had to lean down to reach, and her head was turned up in an angle that couldn’t have been comfortable. She was also a lot wider than any other woman I’ve met. And her mouth was hotter than a human’s. But it was as sweet as any other woman’s, and when I sank down to my knees to reduce the height differences, her body pressed against mine and was soft and warm and womanly.
“About blasted time,” She growled at me when we separated for some much needed air. “But we are not doing this in a nest full of dead giant ants.”
I wholeheartedly agreed with that sentiment, and we could barely spare the time to watch for an attack from any remaining ants on our way back to the Swift.
We managed to keep control long enough to reach the surface and board the Swift, but not a second more, and I found myself sitting with my back to the mast and my legs straight. Marjory shucked off her cannon in record time and stood with her feet planted on the outside of my thighs. At this position, I only had to tilt my head a little upwards for my lips to reach hers, and I let my hands roam over her wide back and down to her smooth ass and heavily muscled legs.
We’d only been kissing for a few seconds when she pulled away and started to fumble with the buttons holding my Attire closed. I tried to help her, but she swatted my hands away with a growl, leaving me with no choice but to lean back and let her undress me. When my coat was finally out of the way, Marjory went to work on my shirt, pulling it over my head as fast as she possibly could. Then her mouth was on mine again and my tongue was in her hot and sweet mouth, dancing with hers.
I don’t know how long the kiss lasted, but eventually it wasn’t enough anymore so I pushed her away to get at the buckles of her leather outfit. Marjory held her arms sideways for me to push the overalls down from her shoulders and to her waist, and then held on to my own shoulders and raised one leg after another to help me remove the garment completely.
I took a moment to admire Marjory’s naked form for the first time. Her short and wide body was heavily muscled from both her dwarven heritage and years of martial training, but still managed to be smooth rather than bulging. Her skin was deeply tanned all over and completely unblemished, and her wide shoulders led to strong arms that were still holding on to me and pushed together a pair of magnificent breasts. Each one of the large tanned globes was bigger than I could grasp, and tipped with large, dark, areolae and rock hard nipples.
I was too close to see much below her chest, but I could glimpse toned abs and pale blue pubic hair. She only gave me a couple of minutes to look, and then her hands grabbed the back of my neck and pulled my head into her prodigious chest. She smelled of sweat and metal and a sweet musk that was different than a human woman’s and yet just as appealing, and my hands rose almost on their own to touch and grab and feel her. Her skin was smooth as silk and yielded just enough to feel soft over the iron hard muscle beneath, and she moaned in approval as I explored her.
I got my feet under me and used the extra leverage to shove her on her back, and she laughed approvingly when I grabbed and squeezed her left breast and took the right nipple into my mouth.
“Rougher!” she cried and her legs wrapped around me just below my shoulders, squeezing me with an almost crushing force. “I’m a lot tougher than your human girls, and you need to work if you want me to feel iiiiuuungh!” Her words trailed off into a moan when I caught her left nipple between my thumb and forefinger and twisted it while at the same time sucking hard on her right.
Marjory threw her weight sideways and rolled us over, ending up with me on my back and her sitting on my chest and before I could get my bearing she moved up and her hot wet womanhood was in my face. I’d never had a woman sit on my face before, but I knew what she wanted, and set about to give it to her. I licked tentatively at her nether lips, and the enticing tangy taste, coupled to her approving moans, encouraged me to explore further. I grabbed Marjory’s large behind with both of my hands and lost myself completely in the feeling of her womanhood, licking at her channel and nub, guided by her moans, and before long I felt her start to shudder uncontrollably, and redoubled my efforts to extend her pleasure for as long as possible.
She came down what felt like an eternity later, and immediately stood up and began to pull at my pants, revealing my rock hard erection. She wasted no time at all, not even enough to pull my pants all the way before she crouched down over me and grabbed my member with her hand to guide it inside her. She was hotter and tighter than any human woman I’d ever been with, but she was so wet that I slid inside up to my hilt with barely any effort.
I took almost all my willpower not to finish immediately at the feel of her hot, tight channel around me, and if she’d kept moving I never would have lasted. But she stopped with me fully inside her and took a while to get used to the feeling of having me inside her, giving me precious seconds to get at least some control back.
“Ooooh,” she moaned, and I could see that her eyes were closed as she savored the sensation. “Definitely bigger than a dwarf.”
She rose up slowly until only my tip was still inside her, and then came down fast until I was once again all the way inside. Her slick tightness felt heavenly, and I moaned out loud.
“Like that, do you?” she asked warmly, and repeated the maneuver.
“Very much,” I managed to articulate, but that seemed to be the most coherent I could be at that moment.
She laughed in joy and started to speed up, riding me faster and faster. I could see her massive breasts bouncing up and down as she moved, and managed to bring my hands up to grab and squeeze at them, earning me an approving moan from the beautiful dwarf. A moan that changed into a scream of pleasure as she came again when I twisted her nipples roughly.
The sensation was getting too much for me, and I could feel the churning in my guts that told me I was getting very close to joining her.
“I can’t hold off!” I managed to cry when Marjory came down from her high, and she quickly rose up, leaving me hanging out in the cold.
Only for a few seconds though, since before I could even protest I was inside her equally warm mouth, and she was bobbing her head and sucking, and the combination was finally too much for me, and I lost myself to bliss when I felt myself start to fill her mouth with my seed.
✽✽✽
 
There wasn’t actually room for two people in either my cabin or Marjory’s place in the hold, so we ended up staying on the deck.
“This would have been a lot more comfortable in a bed in the Rukh,” Marjory admonished as she was lying next to me, her leg draped over my abdomen and her head resting on my chest.
“You’ve been with Mable just two days before. I was sure you were into girls!”
“So was I, but it turns out that what I’m really into is people without a bush on their faces.”
“That’s...”
“… a little problematic in a dwarf city, which is why I’ve mostly been with dwarf girls so far, and why I went after Mable first chance I got. Got to say though, now that I’ve tried both, I really do prefer male equipment, when it doesn’t come with a face tree.”
We fell silent after that, just enjoying each other’s presence for a while longer, when Marjory suddenly said “If you’re the captain of the boat, and I’m the only officer aboard, does that make me the first mate?”
“Ugh,” I groaned and flipped her so she was on her back and I was on top of her. “You’ll pay for that one!”
It turns out that dwarves are very ticklish, and Marjory started giggling and squirming as she tried to escape. Not that she tried very hard, of course. She was more than strong enough to push me away if she was really trying. The giggling and squirming, however, caused certain parts of her to jiggle in a very enticing way, and before long I realized that I wasn’t quite as satiated as I thought.




Chapter 10 - Raiders
A while later. I ended up taking Marjory’s advice about the earthstone. I had the Sailor and four maxed out Deckhands, as well as a maxed out Archer, and after some quick calculations I thought I could make good use of the vim. I started by Unshaping one of the Deckhands, and using its vim and the earthstone to rank up a second one.
The earth-aligned Sailor was slightly shorter than the regular one, but significantly broader and heavier. It was wearing leather armor and carried a thick wooden cudgel in addition to a heavier version of the Sailor’s cutlass. I didn’t know the precise capabilities of this version, but it was clearly more suited for battle than the unaligned Shape, and I had a feeling the Sailor would do a better job on the wheel, but that the new Shape, which I named ‘Marine’ would be superior on the arbalest.
Ignoring Marjory’s admittedly justified smugness, I Unshaped two more Deckhands, and ranked up the maxed out Archer. This rank up wasn’t as exciting as the Deckhands’, since while I’d never actually seen the Longbowman Shape before, I knew precisely what to expect. The Archer, which had previously been dressed in a simple brown shirt and trousers and carrying a short bow grew slightly taller. Its simple shoes turned into knee-high boots and the simple leather bracer covering its left arm turned into a full long leather glove, matching the one that appeared on its right. The biggest change, however, was the longbow the newly ranked up Shape was holding.
Longbowmen could shoot further than their rank I version and their arrows struck with enough force to punch through armor. They also had a far bigger reservoir of vim, and could therefore shoot more arrows before needing to rest.
The Longbowman left me with precisely enough vim to Shape two new Deckhands and bring me back up to a more or less full crew. With the two new Deckhands manning the rigging, the Sailor at the wheel and the Marine ready at the arbalest, I was free to watch for targets and threats, and we left the giant ant nest behind us.
After sailing in the ant ravaged section of the wilds, we were starting to run low on provisions, and Marjory wanted to check up on her brothers, so I turned the Swift’s bow in the direction of Gerald’s Rest. It took us a week to leave the ants’ hunting zone, and the first indication that we were getting close to Gerald’s Rest was the return of my old and familiar nemeses.
The first indication I had that we were under attack was a screech from one of my Hawks, followed by my Longbowman shooting at something that was too far away for me to see. I’d placed it, along with one of the rank I Archers between the wheel and the mast, with the remaining two Archers between the mast and the aft cabin, and a few seconds after the Hawk’s screech, it drew its bow and loosed an arrow towards the Swift’s starboard bow. A second and then a third arrow followed the first, and then the Longbowman turned to port, and I could now see the flying lizard diving towards us.
It never even got close. Between Marjory’s cannon, the Longbowman and the Archers, the warped beast was riddled with holes before I could even give the order to get out of its dive path. It almost seemed a waste of time to stop and drain the vim from the two warped, after fighting the ant nest a week earlier, but I still stopped the Swift and disembarked. We were still a week away from Gerald’s Rest, and I took the time to butcher one of the lizards. Their meat was far from being the best I’d ever had, but they were still better than the dry jerky we’d been eating lately.
Neither Marjory nor I was in a real hurry to get back to town, and we took our time and hunted more of the lizards and the wolves which were still fairly plentiful. I was getting close to having enough vim to rank up another Archer when we finally saw the Outpost in the distance.
Or, at least, what remained of the Outpost.
The wall facing the wilds had been breached. I couldn’t see any evidence for siege weapons, which meant that whoever attacked the soldiers was accompanied by massive warped or Shapes. The keep inside had been torn down to the ground, by something that must have had incredible strength, and the bodies of dead soldiers were strewn about in the courtyard wherever they fell. I couldn’t tell how long had passed since the attack, but it was long enough that animals had been at the bodies and I could smell the stench of death from my place at the Swift’s wheel.
I’d heard nothing of warped large enough to do the kind of damage needed to take down the wall and keep in the vicinity, and there was really only one reason for raiders to attack an Outpost. To clear the passage into the settled lands. My first urge was to just keep sailing, to get clear of the horrid stench and get to Gerald’s Rest, which was the most logical target for the raiders. But unlike the old-worlder bones I’d found in the ruins, these people were alive mere weeks ago. The soldier I talked to when I first entered the wilds could easily be one of them.
Whoever did this would have gotten to Gerald’s Rest long before we found the Outpost, and whatever happened there was already finished, but I still didn’t want to wait too long, and Marjory was anxious to ensure that her brothers were all right. Eventually, we settled down on leaving two Deckhands behind to bury the bodies. I’d pick them back up on the way back, or at worse Unshape them and reclaim the vim, and we wouldn’t be leaving the soldiers’ bodies outside for longer than they’d already been.
I did take the time to look at the scene more closely before we left, and it struck me that I couldn’t see any bodies except the soldiers’. Whoever was responsible for the destruction, they either lost nobody during the battle, or they took the time to dispose of their own dead. Or they were using Shapes as their entire force, and I really didn’t like the implications of a powerful Shaper attacking and destroying an Outpost.
✽✽✽
 
When I first sailed in the direction of the wilds it took me two days to get from Gerald’s Rest to the Outpost, but I was feeling a sense of urgency, and with the Sailor to take the wheel we could sail at night as easily as we could during the day, so by morning of the day after we found the Outpost we could see the walls of Gerald’s Rest. Even from far away, I could see that the town had suffered the same fate as the Outpost. The walls had been breached in numerous spots, and as we got closer I could see burned down husks in place of many of the town’s buildings.
I sailed the Swift all the way into town. There didn’t seem to be any reason to try and hide it, and there didn’t seem to be anyone to hide it from. Bodies littered the streets. I could recognize ordinary townsmen, guards and scavengers according to their clothes, and they were clearly dead for less time than the ones at the Outpost. I still couldn’t find any bodies that looked out of place, and for long minutes, as we made our way towards the healer’s house where Marjory’s brothers should be, I could see no sign of anyone still living.
I also couldn’t see anyone around my age. Not a single person above the age of late pubescence and below their late twenties could be found. Something bothered me about that particular age range, but I was too preoccupied with the destruction of my home town to give it serious thought.
The healer’s home was still intact, but Granny Laurel’s body greeted us in the entrance. The old healer was still clutching her walking cane in her hand, and knowing her, I knew she would have stood up to whoever it was in an attempt to protect her patients. However futile she knew that attempt to be. We moved her body from the entrance to a couch she’d placed at the entrance to her home, for people who were waiting to see her. It felt more respectful than just stepping over her. Inside her home, it looked as if nothing had been touched. Bundles of dried herbs still hung from the ceiling, jars of preserved reagents stood untouched on shelves. Even what little jewelry Laurel was wearing hadn’t been taken.
The dwarves, however, were gone. They should have been well enough to walk, and probably even fight, by the time of the attack, and in fact there were signs of struggle in the recovery room. But the two steam cannons sitting tidily where Marjory left them testified that the dwarves were once again caught unprepared, and were taken to wherever the rest of the town’s young men and women were taken.
Marjory was quite literally fuming by the time we headed out. I could feel the heat coming off her from a meter away, and I could see small streams of vapor rising from her. She didn’t say a word, just picked up the two cannons and turned towards the door, and I wasn’t in the mood for conversation anyway, so I followed her in silence.
Our next stop would be my brother’s bakery. We hadn’t been close since our parents died and we fought whenever we were in the same room, but he was getting close to thirty and I wanted, needed, to know if he was among the dead or the taken. I was also suddenly very happy I didn’t have any nephews or nieces.
We were back at Granny Laurel’s entry room when we heard footsteps from outside.
I only brought the Marine into the building with us, and the rest of my Shapes were scattered outside. I also didn’t give any of them the order to attack, since I was hoping to run into someone who could tell me what happened. I had the earth aligned Shape prepare its cudgel, in case whoever it was out there turned out to be one of the raiders, and I could see Marjory move sideways to have a clear shot at the door.
I made sure that I was behind the Marine, and ordered it to open the door as soon as the footsteps drew closer. The person outside was still reaching for the latch when the door was opened, and flinched visibly at the sight of the large Shape. But then she saw me behind it, and I barely had enough time to make it stand down before my arms were full of a weeping, bedraggled Mable.
It took long minutes, and some generous helpings from a flask of dwarven spirits Marjory produced from somewhere, to calm the serving girl enough to tell us what happened.
“I… I was in the middle of the evening rush at the Boar, and and one of the guards, I think it was Jonathan, he came in and said they saw a large force approaching from the wild, and that everyone who could fight should go to the walls. I didn’t think much of it, since, you know, the town had been safe since old Gerald fought the bandits, and we had the Forresters, so whoever it was, they couldn’t really do much, could they?
"We continued to serve the people who remained in the Boar, until we started hearing the booms, but then everyone left to see what was happening, and I went with them. There were huge monsters beating down on the walls. They reached almost to the top of the walls, and had gray skin and huge tusks, and I suddenly realized that I was only seeing them because there were holes in the walls, and that there were people streaming in through the holes.
"That’s when I went back to the boar and hid in the little pantry where Henry keeps the really good liquors. The one with the hidden door that only the serving girls who’d been there long enough to be trusted know how to open. There were fighting noises and people shouting outside, but I stayed in until everything was quiet, and then I stayed in some more, but I had to leave eventually to find water, and when I did everyone was dead and the raiders were gone, and I didn’t know what to do because I don’t know how to get to Whitecliff on my own, and I was hoping someone would come and find me and then I saw you and I recognized your coat and I came here and what are we going to do now?”
She was back to crying after she got everything out, and I just held her as I thought about what she said. The monsters she described sounded like some variation of the Ogre Pattern, rather than any kind of warped. Ogres were expensive to Shape, and I hadn’t planned on using them in the near future, so I hadn’t memorized any of the different ranks and alignments, so I couldn’t recognize the specific Shapes that were used to attack Gerald’s Rest, but it also didn’t really matter.
Whoever attacked the town had to be a Shaper, and a fairly powerful one. And a Shaper in league with raiders was bad news for everyone. Especially since while it seemed like the raiders didn’t actually loot the town, I had no illusion that they would have left the Forresters’ Patterns behind them. Which meant that this Shaper now had access to new Patterns, as well as the people who seemed to be missing.
I was also bewildered about how the town fell so easily. Even against another Shaper, the Forresters should have been enough to defend the town. Darren alone had at least two rank III Shapes, and he wasn’t that much older than me. His father and aunt should have had a veritable army of powerful Shapes. But from what Mable said, the town fell in mere hours.
“We need to go after them,” Marjory’s voice brought me out of my brooding.
“What?” It took me a minute to parse what she said.
“We need to go after them,” she repeated. “I have to help my brothers.”
“They took out the whole town without much trouble. Do you really think the two of us would be able to fight them?”
“I can’t just abandon them!”
“I get your point, Marjory. Shatter it, Richard might be a dick, but he’s still my brother and if he got taken too, I certainly don’t want to leave him with raiders. But what good are we going to be to them?”
“Couldn’t…” Mable’s hesitant voice stopped what could have turned into a shouting match, judging by Marjory’s thunderous expression. “Couldn’t we tell someone? There has to be someone who can help.”
“That’s… not a bad idea, really.” I mused. “A Shaper working with raiders is bad news, and the Whites, at least, will want to deal with them, since without Gerald’s Rest they’re a border city again. And I know they have a decent force.”
“We should at least see if we can find out where they’re going,” Marjory argued. “We’re a lot faster than anything the Whites have, and we might still have a trail to follow.”
I didn’t want to even consider trailing the army that razed my home town, but I had to concede Marjory’s point. The longer we waited, the harder the raiders would be to follow, and between getting to Whitecliff, the time it would take us to convince the Whites that there’s a real threat, and getting back to Gerald’s Rest, we’d be at least a week before we could start following them. And having a real target would definitely make it easier to get the Whites to mobilize.
“We’ll do it,” I nodded at my gunner. “We’ll try to find out where their base is, and then we’ll lead the Whites over to deal with them.”
The dwarf’s expression calmed down a little, and she thumped me on the shoulder in approval. We still had a few things to deal with before leaving. I had to make sure my brother was still alive, for one. And we still needed food and water, even if I cringed a bit at taking it from the Boar’s kitchen without paying. I also wanted to check the Forrester mansion before leaving. I was sure that the raiders had taken the Patterns with them, but I still had to look.
And there was one more thing.
“Mable…” I started.
“I’m coming with you!” The serving girl declared. She’d stopped crying and detached from me during my argument with Marjory, and I could see a determined expression on her tear streaked face. “You’re not leaving me alone here again!”
I tried to convince Mable to wait on the Swift while I checked the Forrester mansion and my brother’s bakery, but she refused to even consider it.
“I can’t be alone,” she shuddered after I suggested it. “I just… I can’t.”
In the end, she grasped my hand and held it for the entire time we remained in Gerald’s Rest, and only reluctantly released me when the three of us got back to the Boat and sailed on, and even then she stayed as close to me as possible after I took the wheel.
My brother’s bakery was empty. It didn’t necessarily mean he was still alive, but if I wanted to catch up to the raiders, I couldn’t afford to check the whole city and at least I could hope that they took him. The Forrester mansion had been stripped clean. The Patterns were gone, of course, but so was everything else that was even a little valuable. The mansion was obviously the greatest concentration of wealth in town, so it did make some sense for them to concentrate on it, but I was still confused that they ignored the rest of the town.
And I still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some significance to the fact that they’ve taken everyone older than eighteen and younger than twenty eight. There was something important about that age range, but I just couldn’t remember what it was.
We had one more stop to make before leaving town. We were running low on food, and taking time to hunt for food would mean taking longer to catch up to the raiders. I’d planned on buying food in Gerald’s Rest, but that was obviously not an option any more. It’d been long enough that the more perishable types of food had spoilt, but the Boar and Barrel still yielded enough salted, canned and smoked goods to see us through the chase. I felt bad about taking anything, but unfortunately Henry and Agnes were both long past their twenty eighth birthdays, and no longer had any need for anything left in the tavern.




Chapter 11 – The Chase
We didn’t know which direction the raiders took after leaving Gerald’s Rest, but they didn’t really have a lot of options, and the passage of so many people, not to mention the Ogres, had to leave a trail big enough that we’d be able to follow.
Looking from above, it was easy to see one such trail, and it led straight in the direction of the destroyed Outpost, so it wasn’t very hard to guess where the raiders came from. It was, however, the only such trail, which meant that they had to have left town in the same direction, back towards the wilds.
Following the trail meant that I had to keep the Swift low enough to see it, which in turn meant that we would be visible from the ground. Which was a problem, since I really didn’t want the raiders to know they were being followed. To prevent us from being seen, I sent the Hawks ahead of us to look for whatever rear guard that raiders had, and kept the Boat far enough behind that I’d be able to stop before we were seen.
Once we caught up, of course. Mable said that the attack happened two weeks before we got back to Gerald’s Rest, and while the raiders were doubtlessly slower than the Swift, it would still be at least a week before we could overtake them.
It was also impossible to sail at night. I would have liked to keep sailing with the Sailor at the wheel, but we needed to have enough light to actually see the trail, which meant that night travel was just not happening.
We also had to do some adjustments to sleeping arrangements. Marjory and I were used to sleeping on board the Swift, high enough above ground to be invisible and safe from nearly everything. What we didn’t have, however, was enough room for another cabin. Marjory already had her own cabin, which was taking up a large portion of the hold, and we still needed enough room for food and water. There was also part of the hold which was completely sealed between Marjory’s cabin and the part we used for storage. The Swift had closed it off to keep the Boat Pattern hidden, and I had no intention of opening it in the near future.
I was, by then, used to the Attire protecting me from the cold weather, and I offered to let Mable sleep in my cabin while I slept on deck, but she was still unwilling to get more than half a meter away from me, and it was definitely too cold for her to sleep outside.
Once again, the Swift came to our aid. She somehow absorbed the folding desk and the cot, and replaced both with a mattress that covered the entirety of the cabin floor. It made getting to the Deckhand Pattern very inconvenient, but in return it gave us just barely enough room for two people to sleep inside.
I was afraid of Marjory’s reaction to me and Mable sleeping together, but the dwarf just shrugged when she saw the new layout of my cabin, and made sure to kiss both me and Mable goodnight before heading to her own bed. I had no idea what to make of her behavior, but after the rush to reach Gerald’s Rest, seeing the town in ruins and worrying about my brother, I was far too wrung out and tired to give it much thought.
I lay down on the bed with Mable curled up against me with her head on my shoulder, and held her. I could feel her tense shoulders start to relax slowly, heard her breathing even out into the steady rhythm of sleep, and it wasn’t long before I joined her.
I was alone in the cabin when I woke up, and I could hear Marjory and Mable talking out on the deck. The sun was still barely peeking over the horizon, and it would be a few more minutes before we could see well enough to follow the raiders’ trail. I’d been planning on eating cold preserved food in order to save the time it would take to land and cook a real breakfast, but when I stepped out of the cabin I could see Marjory kneeling next to a pot, and it was obvious that she’d been using her fire aligned vim to heat up the contents, which Mable was busy stirring.
My Attire did a very good job at protecting me from the cold weather, but the smell of hot porridge on what promised to be an icy morning was a very welcome surprise. Especially since neither Marjory nor I were capable of anything more than the most basic of cooking, and that even the simple porridge Marble was preparing smelled like something that came out of Agnes’s kitchen.
The women had both fallen silent as soon as I opened the cabin door, and I started to worry that whatever problem was caused by Mable sleeping with me was less avoided and more postponed.
It hadn’t been long since Marjory and I first slept together after raiding the giant ant nest, but we’d been spending the evenings in each other’s arms since, even if the Swift’s size made actually sleeping together inconvenient enough that we still maintained separate cabins. And while we hadn’t talked about the precise nature of our relationship, it was clear that we were something more than just an employer and a mercenary, or a captain and his officer.
And I’d certainly seen much more solid and long term relationships ruined because a man, or sometimes a woman, had an eye for Mable.
I stood at the entrance to my cabin for a few seconds while Mable used the same spoon she stirred the pot with the taste the contents and nodded at Marjory to signal that the porridge was ready. The dwarf stood up and approached me, still without saying a word. I was getting more and more worried, and it seemed like it took her forever to walk the few meters between us.
After what seemed like years but couldn’t have taken more than ten seconds, Marjory was standing close enough that I had to look down to see her, and poked my belly with her finger.
“We’re keeping Mable,” my gunner said in a firm voice.
This was about as far from what I expected her to say as she could get, and I stammered for a moment, unable to answer her.
“Um, what?” I managed, eventually.
“When this business with the raiders is over, and we’ve found the missing people from the town, we’ll be going back to hunting the wilds for vim and loot, right?”
“Errr, yes?” I ventured, still utterly confused.
“Well, Mable is coming with us. A dwarf can only live on burnt wolf stew for so long before she wants some properly cooked food, and Mable will make a great ship’s cook.”
“It’s a boat, Marjory,” I pointed out. “And it barely has room for us. Besides, I’m sure Mable will prefer to get off at Whitecliff and find somewhere safe to work at.”
“Swifty will take care of us. Though once you rank up, you need to make a cabin big enough for all three of us,” the dwarf added, clearly for the Boat’s hypothetical ears. “And then I’m sure Mable can get off as much as she wants.”
I honestly had no idea how to even begin to answer that, and my stomach chose that point to announce that it would like some of that porridge now, please, so my only reply was “we can talk about this after we find the raiders and see if we can rescue the townsmen and your brothers.”
I passed by the dwarf and went to sit next to Mable, who handed me a bowl of delicious smelling porridge.
“Don’t let her steamroll you,” I told the serving girl, who was busy ladling out another bowl for Marjory. “I can’t get you to Whitecliff until we find where the raiders are going, but I certainly won’t force you to stay when we go back for reinforcements.”
“I’ll think about it,” she smiled shyly, and I was struck by the difference between the timid girl sitting next to me and the confident and seductive serving woman who’d been haunting my dreams for years. “I don’t know why, but I feel safe here. I’m not sure I’ll want to go to Whitecliff. I think I’ll just always be afraid that there would be another attack.”
She shuddered at the thought, handed Marjory her bowl, and started ladling a third one for herself.
“I’m just not sure why you two would want me here. You’re a Shaper with this wonderful Boat, and Marjory is your gunner, but I’m just a serving girl used to earning extra coin on my back.”
“Ship’s cook,” Marjory answered with her mouth full of porridge. It was far too hot for me to eat yet, but the dwarf wasn’t even a little bothered by the scalding food. “Swifty will get bigger soon, and we’ll get more crew, and they’ll all need to eat.”
“I don’t know where you get that,” I told the dwarf. “As far as I can tell, the Boat isn’t even close to ranking up. And we don’t have any idea how big she’ll get once she ranks up.”
I took a spoonful of porridge and blew on it to cool it down, then took a bite. Mable had added honey and cinnamon to the oatmeal, and a few more spices I couldn’t easily identify, but which gave the otherwise simple meal a richer, more satisfying taste.
“I will admit that having a cook around would be very welcome,” I added, before settling down to finish my unexpectedly tasty breakfast.
The only reason I missed the raiders’ trail on the way to Gerald’s Rest was that we were in a hurry to reach the town. Now that we were looking for it, it was obvious that dozens, if not hundreds, of people had passed by recently. The grass was completely trampled for at least fifty meters to either side of the Swift, leaving tracks that even a blind man could follow.
What I couldn’t see, however, was any sign of a camp. I estimated the Swift’s speed at around fifteen kilometers per hour, and we had ten hours of light to sail, which meant around a hundred and fifty kilometers per day of sailing, more than four times as fast as a soldier at forced march. Of course, raiders should be far from being able to march like a disciplined army, and raiders burdened by unwilling captives should have been slower still, which meant that we should have seen their camp after at most half a day of sailing.
“What’s bugging you?” Marjory asked me during lunch. Mable had once again taken advantage of the dwarf’s fire vim to assist her in cooking, and we were all sitting at the Swift’s bow so I could see the trail and command the Sailor while eating. “You’ve been sitting there and brooding since I started heating up the stew.”
“We should have seen the raiders’ campsite by now,” I answered. “They’re either moving a lot faster than they should be, or they’re marching throughout the night without stopping.”
“Does it matter? It’s not like we’re rushing to fight them before they reach wherever it is they’re going.”
“I still don’t like it. They shouldn’t be able to take out a town that easily, and yet they did. They shouldn’t be able to move faster than the Swift, and yet they do. Things just don’t add up.”
“Maybe we should call it off?” Mable joined in hesitantly.
“I can’t abandon my brothers,” Marjory shook her head vehemently. “They would have come after me, and I blasted well am going to come after them.”
“We can’t let them vanish into the wilds,” I added. “Not with the Forrester Patterns. If they can take out the Outpost and Gerald’s Rest like this, they’ll be a disaster with the Patterns.”
“We’re just going to see where they go,” Marjory reassured Mable. “We know that we can’t fight the kind of force that took out the town, so we’re not going to try.”
We fell into a brooding silence after this, and by the time the sun got low enough that we had to stop, we still hadn’t seen any evidence that the raiders had stopped to rest at any point. Dinner was a quiet and miserable affair, as I couldn’t help but consider what else the raiders might be capable of that I hadn’t accounted for, and if they might, somehow, know that we were following them. 
Mable was still unwilling to sleep alone, and we shared my cabin again. Neither of us was in the mood for anything other than sleep, and I was starting to really miss the confident, seductive serving girl I knew before the attack. That Mable would have gotten me out of my funk with barely an effort.
✽✽✽
 
We were back at the Outpost around noon the next day, and I stopped the Swift briefly to pick up my Deckhands. They’d done a good job at burying the soldiers, and I think we were all very glad not to have to see the massacre again. There was still no indication that the raiders had stopped at any point, and while the Outpost was a lot less inhospitable with the soldiers’ bodies buried, we still didn’t linger and sailed on as soon as the Deckhands were on board.
It started raining when we left the Outpost, and the miserable weather matched our mood completely. Under the heavy clouds, darkness came even earlier than it normally did, and being unable to see the trail, we were forced to stop soon after.
“That is quite enough,” Marjory announced in the middle of another quiet dinner. Mable’s cooking continued to be much better than anything the dwarf or I could manage, but it still couldn’t manage to get our spirits up.
We were all huddled up under a canvas awning the Deckhands had attached to the front of my cabin. They’d have to take it down before we could sail again, but at least we could eat in a relatively dry place. Marjory placed her bowl on the deck and got up, then marched out into the rain, leaving Mable and me to wonder what set her off, and what she was doing.
We didn’t have to wonder long, since the dwarf was back a couple of minutes later, carrying a barrel nearly as tall as she was. A barrel I had no memory of bringing on board the Swift.
She set the barrel down next to us and took off the lid, and I could instantly smell the pungent odor of alcohol.
“I did not accept a position on this boat for us to sit around like the shattering is returning.”
“You didn’t exactly accept a position on this boat,” I countered and took a mug full of something that she handed me. “It was more like announcing that you were my gunner without me ever offering you the job.”
“That’s because it wasn’t you that offered,” the next mug went to Mable, who sniffed it carefully. “Swifty offered me the position, and I accepted.”
“What is this?” Mable asked hesitantly. “I don’t think it came out of Henry’s cellar.”
“Oh no. This is from an old dwarf I met in Whitecliff. I like human ale just fine, but sometimes you need something with a little kick.”
“I hesitate to think what you would consider a little kick,” I said, eying the mug suspiciously.
“Doesn’t matter. Drink. We all need it.”
“It is a very dwarven solution, I guess,” I said and took a careful sip, my eyes watering at the harsh taste.
“No more than it is a human solution,” Mable disagreed. She took a sip from her own mug. “Wow, that’s a rough one.”
“Dwarves like it rough,” Marjory snickered at her own joke, and between the awful innuendo and the warmth that was spreading in my stomach from the dwarven ale, I found myself joining her in my first laugh since the ruined Outpost first came into my sight.
The vile taste of the drink made me remember better ales and better times in the Boar and Barrel, and I raised the mug in a toast to Agnes and Henry. Mable answered with a toast of her own to some of her fellow serving girls who were too young for the raiders to take, and before we knew it we were trading stories about dead or missing friends and family members, and our dinner had transformed into a wake for the town of Gerald’s Rest.
I ended up drinking just the one mug, taking no more than a sip for every toast. That dwarven hooch was without a doubt the worst drink I’d ever tasted, and since that one mug was enough to get me a little beyond buzzed, I didn’t feel any need to drink more of it. Marjory assured me that proper dwarven ale was superior to any human drink, but apparently you couldn’t get the proper barley for it out of the dwarven cities. And apparently, when a dwarf was making hooch they made it from whatever was available, and you never knew just what it would taste like before you tried it.
Whatever it was made of, however, it was always a lot richer in alcohol than human-brewed drinks, since every dwarf could use their vim to distill the brew and concentrate it.
Mable, who’d been affected by the attack far more than Marjory or me, didn’t show even close to the same restraint, and managed to match Marjory drink for drink for a truly impressive amount of time. But even the tavern girl’s well trained constitution had a limit, and by the time the barrel was empty I had to carry the passed out woman to bed.
She was still out of it when I woke up the next morning, and so was Marjory. It’s a good thing that the nights in winter are longer, since we stayed up talking and drinking for at least a couple of hours, and there was no way that I’d have managed to get up at first light If it came earlier. And I would have hated to lose the time, especially considering the absurd speed the raiders were managing to move at.
The weather had cleared during the night, and the morning was sunny and yet crisply cold, and despite the fact that I was back to eating a cold breakfast of stale bread and hard cheese, and that there was still no sign of the raiders, I was feeling far better after our impromptu wake.
The raiders’ trail didn’t lead directly into the wilds, so we weren’t following the same river I followed when I was looking for wolves, but we were still moving further away from the settled lands, and I expected to reach their hideout fairly soon. After all, they couldn’t raid the border very effectively if they were a months’ march away. Unless, of course, they were always moving so much faster than they should be able to. But if they could move that fast all the time, I’d have heard about their raids from the soldiers in the Outpost nearer Whitecliff as well.
It was around midmorning when Marjory finally emerged from her cabin and joined me at the bow. I’d brought a crate of jerky up to the deck on the first day of the chase to sit on it while directing the Sailor to follow the trail, and it brought my head down to the perfect height for the dwarf to grab it and kiss me. It occurred to me that we hadn’t really touched each other since we found the destroyed Outpost. On the way to Gerald’s Rest we’d both been worried and too much in a hurry, and after that… neither one of us had spared a thought to anything other than catching up to our kidnapped friends and family.
I wrapped my arms around her and just took a few moments to just enjoy the feel of her body against mine and the taste of her lips, then leaned back with my arms still around her.
“Thank you for last night. I really needed it.”
“We all did. You and Mable probably more than me, but we all needed to take our minds off things.”
She settled down on deck in front of me and started to use her vim to boil a pot of water, and I noticed that she was wearing a simple canvas shirt and pants instead of her leathers, so I reached down and began to rub her broad shoulders. Marjory’s muscles were a lot denser than a human’s, and I had to exert a fair amount of force in order to knead them properly, but the dwarf’s approving moans and the feel of her smooth skin were more than reward enough for me to continue.
I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to take her longer to heat up the water than it usually did. She couldn’t possibly have been low on vim, so the only explanation I could think of was that she wanted to prolong the shoulder rub. Not that I minded, of course.
Slower than usual or not, however, it wasn’t long before the water was boiling, and Marjory brewed us both large mugs of hot, sweet tea. I was still not as bothered by the cold as I should have been, but the hot beverage was very welcome, and we sat down companionably to drink.
I’d drank about half of my tea when a pained groan from the direction of my cabin announced that Mable was awake, and apparently not very happy about it. Marjory poured a third mug of the hot tea and rose to her feet, giving me another kiss before heading towards the stern to help Mable get over what sounded like a very nasty hangover.
Alone on the deck again, I settled down to watch the trail ahead of us and direct the Sailor, who’d taken the wheel again. The day had started out quiet, with only an attack by a pair of flying lizards to stave off the boredom, and even those were dispatched easily by my Archers, with the aid of the Marine and the Swift’s arbalest. It was a little shocking to me how routine the lizards had become, considering the amount of trouble they caused me on my first trip into the wilds. I’d grown a lot more powerful in the short amount of time since I lucked into finding the Boat Pattern, thanks to a combination of having my own Pattern with which to cycle vim and the greatly improved mobility of the flying Boat.
I didn’t want to stop the Swift every time we brought down a lizard, but I still hated to see the vim go to waste, so after the first attack I recalled one of my Hawks from its position ahead of the Boat, and had it stay close by to syphon the vim from any further battles.
The quiet morning left me with a lot of time for idle thought, and at some point, while I was directing the Sailor to turn the Boat more sharply into the wilds, it occurred to me that the Swift’s steering made absolutely no sense. The wheel was located at the bow, and while the Boat had a rudder under the stern, the rudder couldn't have been connected to the wheel and even if it was, it shouldn't have worked since we didn’t have the greater drag against the water to offset the far greater sail area. The only thing I could think of was that the same process that used the air aligned vim to keep the Boat floating must also be responsible for steering her, since she would have been forced to travel in the wind’s direction otherwise.
My Archers had just finished taking out another solitary flying lizard when the second Hawk’s screeching alerted me to the fact that we were getting close to our quarry. I stopped the Swift and immediately took her high enough that her light blue hull would be impossible to see from the ground. The women must have felt the change in the Boat’s movement, since they came running out of my cabin as soon as we started to rise.
Or, at least, Marjory came out running. Mable was clearly not fully over her hangover, and stopped at the cabin’s door to raise a hand and block the sun from reaching her reddened eyes.
“What’s going on?” my gunner asked as soon as she saw how high we were. “Did we find them?”
“I don’t know yet. The Hawk saw something, and I wanted us out of sight first thing.”
“So what now? They can’t see us up here, but we can’t see them either.”
“I can see through the Hawk’s eyes, but I’ll need to stay still and concentrate while I do it. I’ll need you to keep watch while I do, since I’ll be completely oblivious to anything happening here.”
“I’ve got it. Go ahead.”
I went into my cabin and lay down on my cot, to ensure I wouldn’t fall while disconnected from my own body. Every Shaper was connected to all of their Shapes and could command them telepathically at any time. That same connection would also allow me to use any of a Shape’s senses, and could even let me possess the Shape and use it like my own body. The downside of it was that a human mind was only capable of handling one set of senses, and I would be left completely senseless while I was watching through the Hawk’s eyes.
The drawbacks made the ability very limited in its utility, but using a Shape to scout while the Shaper was in a safe place was one of the commonest uses for it, even if it was one I myself had never had the occasion to try before.
I closed my eyes and felt inside me for my connection to the Hawk. I had a dozen Shapes at this point, but I had an instinctive understanding of which Shape related to which connection, and it only took a few seconds to mentally grasp the Hawk and pull its senses to myself. There was a moment of disorientation while my mind struggles to make sense of eyes that were many times sharper than my own, but the view quickly snapped into focus, and I found myself looking down on what was obviously an old world-ruin.
It was a single building, and looked high enough to have about three floors. One side of it had collapsed during either the fall of the old world or the centuries that had passed since, but the rest of it looked sound, and was big enough to hold at least a hundred people comfortably. There was only a single entrance to the building, and two scruffy looking men stood guard outside. They were armed with crude looking bows and ill maintained swords, and wearing mismatched leather armor that they were clearly not the original owners of.
They were also leaning on the walls to either side of the door, and paying as little attention as possible to their surroundings.
The door itself was big enough for three people to walk into side by side, and looked to be made of relatively new wooden planks, and more planks covered up the many windows that dotted the walls.
I sent the Hawk to circle around the building, but there wasn’t much else to see. The building was surrounded by the same grassland we’d been sailing over for the past day and a half, and the trail we’d been following terminated about two hundred meters from the door, leading into a large perfect circle where the grass had been burned down, leaving blackened and dead soil.
“There’s just no way that a force large enough to raze Gerald’s Rest can fit in there,” I told the women after I withdrew my consciousness from the Hawk. “And that’s without considering the fact that the Ogres would never fit through the door.”
“It might have an underground section,” Marjory offered. “With a bigger entrance for the Ogres.”
“I had the Hawk look around. There’s nothing but grassland for kilometers around. And the Ogres would have left a trail that I’d be able to follow. It’s like they, and a large part of the raiders’ force, just vanished somehow.”
“They could have Unshaped them, right?”
“Sure, but that’s a lot of vim that the Shaper would need to use for something else. And it wouldn’t have left that scorched circle in the grass.”
“So what do you think happened there?”
“I have no idea. That’s precisely what is bothering me.”
“Does it really matter?” Mable asked hesitantly. “We know at least some of the raiders are here, so we can go to Whitecliff and have the soldiers take care of it, right?”
“I’m not sure. If the Ogres and most of the raiders aren’t here, than are we sure that the kidnapped people are? It’d take us three days to reach Whitecliff if we sail through the night, but it would take months for an army to get here. And if this is the wrong place, we’d have wasted those months.”
“What else could we do? The trail ends here.”
“We could go in,” Marjory grinned. “See if the people are here or not, and find something that can tell us where the rest of the raiders are.”
“Go in?” the serving girl squeaked. “But you said there are a hundred people in there!”
“I said there could be a hundred people in there,” I corrected her. “We don’t know how many of them are actually there.”
“You’re not actually considering it, are you Jacky?”
“I am, actually. We’d be fighting inside the ruin, which is what I’m good at. There will probably be narrow corridors, so they won’t be able to overrun us, and if it does look too dangerous, we can sacrifice the Shapes to give us time to escape.”
“Besides,” Marjory added, “you’ll be safe up in the Swift.”
“Oh no. no no no. You are not leaving me alone here. I don’t… I don’t think I can stand it.”
“We’re going to be fighting down there, Mable. Jack and I are used to it, but you should stay here, where it’s safe.”
“I can fight!” Mable shouted at the dwarf. “I’ve spent half my life in a tavern, don’t you think I can handle myself in a brawl by now?”
“I’m sure you can, but this isn’t a tavern brawl between drunken scavengers and farmers. These are raiders, and they’re going to be armed.”
“I don’t care!” Mable screamed, and wrapped her arms around her stomach as her voice lowered into a whisper. “I can’t stay here alone. I just can’t.”
I put my hand on Marjory’s shoulder to stop her from answering. “That’s enough. If you really don’t want to stay here alone, you can come with us. But once we’re down there, you’ll do everything we say, got it?”
Mable nodded her head jerkily, and I went down to the hold to get the shield spell we took from the ghoul. I was suddenly really glad that I didn’t find a buyer for it in Whitecliff, and that there hadn’t been a chance to sell it since then.
“Take this,” I handed the belt to Mable. “It should protect you from most attacks as long as you have enough vim.”
“You’ve got an artefact that protects you from attacks and neither one of you is using it?”
“It’s fairly useless to us, unfortunately. I’m almost always out of vim, and Marjory needs hers to use her cannon, so we don’t have any for the spell.”
“Wait, this is going to take away my vim? Isn’t that dangerous?”
“It won’t take away your vim. It just uses it to power the shield, and then returns it to you.”
“But if it returns to me, than why can’t you two use it? Or at least Marjory, if you don’t have vim at all.”
“Because it exhausts the vim,” Marjory answered.  “Think about it like this: vim is like steam inside a boiler. When you are born you have a boiler inside of you that can hold twenty kilograms of steam and every year you pour one kilogram of water into it. The boiler heats it up and turns it to steam, and it accumulates inside you.
“When a Shaper like Jack uses a Pattern, he takes some of that steam and puts it inside the Pattern, and it creates the Shape, and that vim stays in the Shape. But when a dwarf like me uses her vim to power up our machinery, we connect a pipe to our boiler and the steam flows and powers up the device. Since you’re using its energy to get work done, the steam cools down and turns back into water, and the water flows back into your boiler to be reheated.
“The belt is just like my cannon. You put it on and it takes some of the steam to power up the shield, and then it returns the water back to you to be reheated. So you don’t lose your vim, but if you get hit too much you’ll run out of steam and the shield will stop working.
“Oh, and you can’t stop adding water every year, so after you’ve added the twenty kilograms, you have to hope your safety vent is working, otherwise the pressure will warp your boiler.”
“I think I understand,” Mable said hesitantly. “So you can’t use the belt because your steam will run out faster and you won’t be able to use your cannon until you rest, and Jacky can’t use it because he doesn’t have any steam, right?”
“Precisely.”
Something about Marjory’s explanation nudged at one of the things that bothered me about the people who were taken. Because it was twenty kilograms on average, but…
“Shatter it!” I shouted as things fell into place. “Eighteen to twenty eight is the age range were people can warp!”
“Huh?” both of the women turned towards me.
“A normal human can hold somewhere between fifteen and twenty five vim, and it takes about three more vim before there’s enough pressure to warp. That means that everyone below eighteen has too little vim to warp, and everyone over twenty eight won’t warp because their safety valve is working properly. The only people taken from Gerald’s Rest are the ones that have a chance to warp soon.”
“That’s a really disturbing thought,” Marjory said, “but it really doesn’t change anything, does it? We still need to find them, and our only lead is still in that ruin.”
“You’re right,” I answered. “It’s just been bothering me since Gerald’s Rest. I knew there was something about that age range, but just couldn’t remember what it was.”




Chapter 12 - Raid
We waited until night fell to approach the building. The raiders’ guards were doing a far from exemplary job, and had even gone so far as to light torches as soon as the sky began to darken, making it completely impossible for them to see anything further than a few meters away. Even better, the light made them perfect targets for my Archers.
We approached with the Swift until we were well within the Archers’ range, and I gave the order to attack. The Archers and Longbowman fired in the eerily precise synchronization only Shapes could achieve, and the two guards fell without even knowing what hit them.
I felt bile rise in my throat at what I could only term an execution. I’d killed humans before, when I helped Marjory and her brothers fight off the raiders, but that was a spur of the moment decision, and they were already attacking innocent travelers. And as soon as that fight was over, I had to hurry and get the dwarves on board to take them to a healer, which meant that by the time I could stop and think about it, enough time had passed to blunt the impact even more.
Attacking the half asleep guards felt completely different.  I knew they were bandits and murderers. That they participated in the attack on Gerald’s Rest and helped slaughter the townspeople. But attacking them like this still felt somehow wrong.
“They would have done the same to you, “ Mable’s hand on my shoulder brought me out of my brooding. “They did do the same to Gerald’s Rest.”
“We need to move now,” Marjory added. “We won’t have the element of surprise for long.”
“You’re right,” I answered, and managed to pull my focus back to the battle ahead of us. I brought the Swift down to a landing, and the three of us disembarked accompanied by all of my Shapes, except for the single Deckhand needed to operate the flight lever.
There was no sound from the ruins as we approached, and I sent one of the Deckhands to drain the raiders’ vim while the Sailor opened the door.
The entrance led us to a large room, about twenty by twenty meters with two corridors leading left and right from the far side of it. The smooth walls were once painted a light green, and it was a testament to the old-worlders' skills that hundreds of years later I could still see remnants of the color. It was impossible to know the room’s purpose, since any debris remaining from whatever furniture once filled it had been cleared away by the raiders.
The three of us entered the room behind the Sailor, Marine and two of the Archers, and immediately ran into a pair of raiders coming out of the right hand corridor, presumably to replace the guards. Unfortunately, they saw my Shapes before I entered the building, and before I could give the order to attack they ran back inside.
“Intruders!” I heard from the direction the raiders ran into “Wake up! We have intruders in the camp!”
“Blast it!” Marjory cursed. “I was hoping to get deeper in before we were discovered.”
“Not much we can do about it now,” I said. “I’ll set the Deckhands to guard the left corridor so they can’t come and surprise us from behind, and we’ll head right after them.”
“Works for me,” the dwarf answered.
The corridor was wide enough for two people to walk side by side, so I sent the Sailor and Marine to lead the way after the still shouting raiders, followed by two pairs of archers, then Marjory and myself, with Mable bringing up the rear.
The corridor stretched for ten meters before taking a turn to the left, and I could see two doors on each side of it. Unlike what I was used to seeing in old-world ruins, all of the doors within my sight were intact and looked relatively new. And whatever purpose this building, and the rooms behind the doors, were used for by the old worlders, the raiders had obviously transformed them into bedrooms, since angry looking raiders were starting to spill from them and into the corridor.
The raiders had clearly just woken up, and while they were all armed, they were unarmored and still confused by our sudden attack, a fact that we didn’t hesitate to take advantage of. Marjory opened fire just a few seconds before my Archers and Longbowman, and the four raiders who came out of the nearest two rooms were cut dead before they could reach us.
The raiders from the further rooms, however, had enough time to get their wits back, and rushed back into their rooms, only to come out a few seconds later bearing large wooden shields, and began to approach under their cover. My Longbowman fired at one of them, and while the shield stopped the arrow from piercing his heart, it had enough power to punch through and I could see the raider’s eyes widen in fear at the arrowhead which stopped scant centimeters from his heart.
Marjory’s cannon was even more effective, and a single lead ball was enough to splinter another raider’s shield and, to judge by his painful groan, at least bruise the arm it was strapped to.
The rank I Archers were far less effective and were forced to aim at the raiders’ exposed legs, which they missed more often than not.
There wasn’t time for more than one volley before the raiders closed in enough for melee and my Sailor and Marine ran forward to engage them.
Up close, I could see that these raiders were a lot better armed than the ones I fought when I met Marjory. All four were carrying large wooden shields and swords that looked to be of decent quality and had been recently sharpened.
The sword and shield combination gave the raiders a slight advantage over my cutlass wielding Sailor, but the Marine was holding its cutlass in one hand and its short club in the other, and had the added advantage of wearing armor. The raiders were also forced to come at us in twos, since the corridor was too narrow for all of them to reach us at once.
After a few seconds of combat, I could see that the raiders were far from being well-trained fighters, and my Sailor was easily parrying its opponent’s sword. A trained soldier would have used his shield to crowd his enemy and push his weapon out of position, but the raider seemed to be unable to do more than use it to block the sailor’s attacks, leaving the two at an impasse.
The raider facing my Marine was in a far worse situation, since my Shape seemed to be fairly skillful in wielding its two weapons. It used its cutlass to parry the raider’s sword, and smashed its club down on the shield, using its greater than human strength to great advantage.
Of course, my Shapes also had the advantage of ranged backup, and as soon as the Marine had forced the raider to drop his guard, my Archers fired at his exposed chest and head, and he stumbled back with four arrows piercing him.
His replacement didn’t fare much better, and by the time the second raider was down the third had had enough and was slowly backing away from us, which left the one fighting the sailor alone. With the Marine joining in, the hapless raider didn’t stand a chance, and was dead before his traitorous companion was more than five meters away.
Left alone, and with my Shapes approaching him, the raider broke and ran, but before he could take more than two steps, Marjory’s shot slammed into his back and dropped him.
It only took us a couple of minutes to kill the eight raiders, but I knew that the delay was enough for the rest of them to be better prepared, and that our way forward was going to get harder. I had my Shapes drain the vim from the dead raiders, and we checked their rooms to ensure that we weren’t leaving any enemies behind us, and moved deeper into the ruin.
I expected the raiders to ambush us around the corner, and sent the Sailor first to spring it, but the Shape turned the corner without coming under attack and the rest of our raiding party joined it, only to find that the corridor ahead of us was completely empty. It stretched for forty more meters before turning left again, and was completely identical to the one we’d just left, up to and including the regularly spaced doors on either side.
All of the doors stood ajar, and as we moved cautiously forward, we checked every single one of them when we got to it. The rooms had all been converted to bedrooms for the raiders, and each had two crude beds, a pair of storage chests and little else. There were some individual nick nacks here and there, such as a crude statuette standing on a shelf or a small potted plant.
I hadn’t noticed it when we entered the building and in the rush after the fleeing raiders and the fight after it, but while the boarded up windows prevented any outside light from entering the ruins, there were small pieces of crystal embedded in the ceiling of both the corridors and rooms that provided a pale light, strong enough to see clearly by. I’d seen such small pieces of crystal in the ceilings of other ruins before, but I’d never seen them working, and could only guess at their purpose before.
We didn’t search any of the rooms we passed, and only gave each of them a quick look to ensure they were empty, but we still had to be cautious and were moving slowly. Still, it took us only a few minutes to cross the corridor and reach the next corner. Once again, I sent the Sailor to lead the way, and once again there was nobody waiting behind the corner to attack us.
We turned into the corridor that must have been at the back of the building, and once again there was little difference between this stretch of corridor and the last. The part of it that was still standing, at least, since about thirty meters ahead of us I could see the beginning of the ruined part of the ruins, where the collapsed floors above us were completely blocking off the far side of the building.
We crept forward, still checking every room and finding them all empty, until we reached what must have been the middle of the corridor, if the building was still intact. As soon as my Shapes approached the doors, a thunderous sound erupted from the left hand door, and a bolt of lightning smashed into my Sailor.
The concussive force of the lightning slammed the Sailor into the Marine, and threw both of them through the right hand door and into the room beyond. The sound of thunder in such an enclosed space made my ears ring, completely deafening me, and I could feel it when the damage done by the bolt forced my Sailor to dissipate.
It was very fortunate that I didn’t need to speak in order to command my Shapes, and as soon as I realized what happened I ordered the Marine to leave the room and rejoin us, expecting the raiders to capitalize on their surprise attack and charge us. I also ordered the Deckhands I left guarding the exit to run and rejoin us, since I had a feeling that while leaving the other part of the building unguarded was a risk, I would need all the Shapes I had to deal with the entrenched raiders.
Whoever was in command of the raiders, however, clearly preferred to let us come to them, and when the seconds started to stretch with no attack coming, I was frantically trying to think of a way to charge into that door without getting hit by more lightning bolts.
I was racking my brain for a solution and coming up blank when I felt Mable’s hand on my arm. My ears were still ringing, and I couldn’t hear anything she said, but when I looked at the serving girl she pointed at herself and mimed walking towards the door, then pointed at the Archers and mimed them following behind her. I must have looked confused, since she pointed at the shield belt around her waist. My eyes widened in surprise when I understood that she was volunteering to walk first and get hit by the spell, trusting the shield to protect her, and letting the Archers get into a position to attack the raiders.
I shook my head wildly at her, trying to make her understand that I had no idea if the shield belt was strong enough to protect her, but she shot me a determined look and started to walk towards the door, leaving me with the choice of either following her plan or letting her dangerous gambit go to waste.
There was, of course, no real choice. I sent the Archers and Longbowman to follow Mable, and ordered them to attack whoever was in the room. Unfortunately, I had to actually be able to see the person casting the lightning bolts before I could give them an order to target them specifically, which meant exposing myself to attacks from inside the room.
Letting Mable walk in front of the door was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, and I could barely restrain myself from grabbing her and holding her back. I could see her shivering in apprehension when she approached the spot where the Sailor was attacked, but she didn’t hesitate for even a second. As soon as she reached the door, a second lightning bolt erupted from inside the room and slammed into her, smashing her through the opposite door. I had no idea if she’d survived the spell, and no time to check. The lightning spell would need time to recharge itself from its wielder’s vim, but I had at most a minute before it would be ready to fire again.
There were three options for what we were facing. It could be a warped, either human or animal, with an air alignment and a mutation that enabled them to throw lightning bolts. It could be a spell artefact, like the shield belt that hopefully protected Mable from the attack. Or, and this was the most likely option, it could be one of several air aligned Shapes. The Impundulu , a rank III air aligned Hawk Shape, could easily be the source of the spell, though its rank IV version, the Thunderbird, was too large to enter the building. An air aligned Magus Shape of all ranks was another option, as well as numerous others.
Not knowing which of the options it was meant that I had no idea how many lightning bolts they’d be able to cast. A human with a spell artefact would be spent after two such attacks. A warped might be spent, or might have between one to eight more spells, depending on their age. An Impundulu would be able to cast ten of them if it was at minimum vim after its rank up, or forty of them if it was maxed out, and a Magus could conceivably cast up to hundreds of them, depending on its rank.
Which meant that we had to take whatever it was out as soon as possible, and hopefully before it could charge up another lightning bolt.
I sent the Marine and Deckhands through the door first, followed by the Archers and Longbowman, and then by Marjory and myself. The room beyond was about the same size as the room at the entrance to the building, but had staircases going both up to the second floor and down into the basement. I couldn’t spare the attention for more details, since there were at least two dozen raiders waiting for us inside.
They were waiting just beyond the entrance, and engaged my Deckhands and Marine in melee as soon as my Shapes entered, which forced my Archers and Longbowman to wait outside, severely limiting their ability to fire.
The bigger problem was that while my Shapes seemed to be holding their own against the raiders, I couldn’t identify the source of the lightning bolts, and as soon as the spell recharged it would probably be enough to dissipate the Marine.
I’d wondered why the raiders didn’t attack after the first lightning hit my Sailor, but I had to admit that their plan had very neatly stripped us of the advantage of fighting in the narrow corridors, and transferred it to them.
“We need to push them back and get in there,” I told Marjory. The dwarf had already started shooting into the room, and the heavy lead balls she fired were smashing shields staggering raiders, giving my Shapes opportunities to strike back at their opponents, instead of staying on the defensive.
“They’re limited to attacking the melee Shapes now,” my gunner pointed out. “If we go in, they’ll be able to get to us and the Archers too.”
“The caster is still there, and we can’t assume their vim is exhausted after those two bolts.”
Marjory grunted her acceptance, and fired at the raider facing the Marine, staggering him and letting the Shape push back and advance. It wasn’t much, but it cleared out just enough room for me to enter. I looked around the room, but couldn’t see anyone who looked like they were the spell caster. What I did see almost immediately was that the stairs up into the second floor had collapsed, and from the looks of it, not recently. The bulk of the raiders were located between the entrance and the stairway down, and as soon as they saw that I wasn’t a Shape, every ranged weapon in sight was being aimed at me.
I rushed outside just in time to avoid a barrage of sling stones, crossbow bolts and darts, and sent my Longbowman to replace me. The rank II Shape was intelligent enough to aim at anyone holding a ranged weapon, and its powerful longbow easily pierced through whatever scraps of armor the raiders had time to put on.
We pushed the raiders back step after step, and a couple of minutes later all of the raiders’ ranged support was down and all of my Archers were inside the room. There was still no sign of the caster, and I sincerely hoped it meant we were dealing with a human and an artefact, and that they were now out of vim and had escaped downstairs.
Marjory’s concerns weren’t unfounded though, and once we were further in, the raiders managed to flank us and reach the Archers. The difference between the rank I Archers and the rank II Longbowman became immediately apparent when the Longbowman used its bow as a quarterstaff and started fighting. It was about as good in melee as the Deckhands, and could keep its attackers at bay and even land a few hits. The Archers, on the other hand, could do nothing more than try to avoid the attacks, and by the time Marjory and the Marine killed the raiders off, all three Archers were dissipated.
Even with the loss of the Archers, the tide of battle had turned in our favor, and between Marjory and my remaining Shapes, the last raider was cut down not long after. With the battle over, I left Marjory to guard the stairway, and ran to the opposite room. I hated giving the caster time to recharge their vim, but I had to see if Mable was OK.
The serving girl was lying next to the far wall. It looked like the lightning bolt hit her hard enough to send her flying far enough to hit the wall, and she’d just crumpled there. I ran over to check her, and could immediately see a large bump on the back of her head. She didn’t respond when I called her name, but I could see her chest rise and fall steadily with her breath. A quick check showed bruises on her upper back, but none of the burns I’d have expected to see if the lightning had broken her shield. It appeared that her vim was enough to keep the shield active while the lightning hit her, but had run out when she hit the wall, thought it probably softened the hit enough to prevent any broken bones, or worse.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t much more I could do for Mable at that point. She definitely wasn’t coming with us downstairs, but we also couldn’t spare the time to get her back on the Swift, since whoever or whatever was responsible for the lightning bolts was still at large. Thankfully, the room we were in was used as a bedroom by the raiders, and I transferred her to one of their cots and arranged her body as comfortably as I could before heading back towards Marjory.
“How is she?” the dwarf asked quietly.
“Alive, but battered and unconscious. I think she’ll be OK, but she’s going to have to sit the rest of this out.”
“Probably better this way. I can’t fault her courage, but she’s really not much of a warrior. We’ll have to change that if she’s going to be staying with us.”
“If she’s going to be staying with us. I’m hoping this will convince her to stay someplace safe after we’re done here.”
“She’ll stay. There’s steel in that girl.”
I kneeled down to look at Marjory eye to eye and grasped her shoulder. “Don’t pressure her, Marjory. I won’t force her off the Boat if she wants to stay, but I don’t want you convincing her.”
“I would never do something like that!” the dwarf said indignantly.
“You have a way of stating things as if they’re already decided and done. You’ve done it when you hired yourself to be my gunner, and you did it again when you declared that Mable is staying as our cook.”
“You… You’re right.” Marjory looked down to avoid my eyes. “I do get carried away like that. I’ll try to restrain myself and let her decide on her own.”
“Thank you. Now let’s get down there and deal with that caster.”
The crestfallen look vanished from her face almost instantly, and I sent the Deckhands down, followed by the Marine and Longbowman, with Marjory and myself bringing up the rear.
The stairs led down to a room that was almost identical to the one above, except that it only had the one staircase going back up, and that the door leading out was reinforced with heavy steel bands.
Marjory and I stood aside, where anyone standing on the other side of the door wouldn’t be able to see us, and I had one of the Deckhands try and open the door. I expected to find the caster beyond the door, and had no doubt that the first thing they’d do when the door opened was to blast whoever opened it with a lightning bolt, and if I had to sacrifice one of my Shapes to take that hit, the Deckhands were the only reasonable choice.
Not that it mattered, because the door was locked, and while I had picked up some skill in lock picking over the years of scavenging old world ruins, I had a feeling that this particular lock would be beyond my ability to open.
Which left us with the dwarven approach to opening locked doors, which involved stuffing the key hole with a truly unreasonable amount of my precious blast crystal, shoving in a piece of rope to act as a fuse, lighting it on fire and getting behind the staircase before it blew up.
In Marjory’s defense, it worked. The door was blown wide open, clanging loudly against the wall and announcing our presence to anyone who might be waiting inside.
There were clouds of smoke covering the doorway, and we took advantage of its concealment to rush into the room and look for cover.
The room beyond was larger than the building above, and looked like something out of a playwright’s fevered dream about the old-world.
The entire room was lit by glowing crystals set in the ceiling, which was itself painted a blinding white. The walls were a light green color, and seemed to be better preserved but otherwise identical to the walls of the building above. Square columns of stone painted the same light green helped support the ceiling, and provided us with welcome cover from the spell caster, whom I still couldn’t see. The floor was made of large squares of what looked like marble, and colored the same blinding white as the ceiling.
A huge crystal, as tall as a man and at least a meter wide stood in the center of the room. I couldn’t be sure without touching it, but I was willing to bet it was made of solidified vim, just like the elemental stones I’d used to give the Swift and the Marine their elemental alignment. My guess was reinforced by the lines of glowing blue metal etched into the floor and leading towards large glass tanks that were placed in regular intervals against the walls to the right and left of the entrance. The tanks had a circular base with a diameter of about a meter, and rose tall enough to reach the ceiling three meters above.
Glowing blue clouds filled the tanks, transparent enough that I could see the outlines of humanoid shapes inside, but opaque enough to hide any details. Nonetheless, I was certain that we’d found at least some of the missing people from Gerald’s Rest, and I had a really bad feeling about the purpose of the tanks.
Any further investigation of the tanks had to wait, however, as Marjory must have seen something on the far side of the crystal, and was waving at me to follow her. We darted from column to column, hiding from an attack that never came, and a few seconds later it became obvious that the caster was far too busy to strike at us.
I breathed a little easier at the sight of our enemy, since they were obviously alive and not a Shape. He or she was about as tall as myself, and wearing a long hooded robe that hid away any potentially identifying details. It was impossible to know if they were warped or not, but the long staff held in their right hand looked to my experienced eyes as an old-world artefact, and I could guess that it was the lightning bolt spell, and that the caster’s vim was limited to a normal human’s and therefore exhausted from the two earlier spells.
He was also standing inside a circle made of glowing blue metal that was still in the process of drawing vim from the large crystal. I raised my arquebus to fire, and could see from the corner of my eye that Marjory and my Longbowman were doing the same. All three of us shot at once, but the vim circle must have reached its full charge, and a flash of blue light blinded me just as I felt the recoil from my shot.
The flash of light lasted for at least a couple of seconds, long enough for me to clearly hear a scream of pain followed by a cluttering sound of something hitting the floor. I didn’t recognize the voice, which meant that at least one of us must have hit the cloaked caster.
I hastily wiped away the tears caused by the blinding light, but it still took a few more seconds of rapid blinking before I could see again. There was no sign of the caster, only a circle of blackened ash on the floor where the vim circle used to be and a few drops of blood scattered just outside of it.
“What are the chances that he burned himself to a crisp?” Marjory asked. She’d been on the other side of the crystal, and it looked like she’d noticed something I didn’t, since she headed further into the room and picked something up from the floor.
“I sincerely doubt that we were that lucky,” I answered. “This scorched circle looks suspiciously like the larger one outside, and I don’t think he’d have tried the same thing twice if the first attempt incinerated everything inside.”
“A girl can hope,” She said and came over to hand me the artefact staff that the caster was holding. “What do you make of this? It’s trying to draw on my vim, but I don’t think it likes the taste of it.”
I took the staff and instantly felt the familiar draw on my vim. It was far weaker than a Pattern, but still noticeable and recognizable. Of course, I didn’t have any vim for it to draw, so it wasn’t working any better for me than it did for Marjory.
“Yeah, it’s definitely trying to draw vim. It might be the lightning spell, which would fit with it not liking your fire aligned vim. It’ll probably work best on air aligned vim, but will be able to use unaligned as well.”
“Looks like Mable is getting a weapon to go with her shield.”
“Marjory…” I started, but was interrupted by the dwarf’s raised hand.
“I know, I know. I won’t pressure her into staying. I’m just saying that she’d be able to use it.”
“Once. And even that will reduce the number of hits the shield can absorb.”
“I’m not so sure about that, actually. Swifty can replenish my vim a lot faster than usual when I’m using the cannon on board. She might be able to do the same for the staff.”
“The Swift can do what? You never mentioned that before.”
“I didn’t think it was that important. I mean, she can use vim to fire the arbalest, so why not help me with the cannon?”
“Because a Shape refreshing anyone’s vim is absolutely unheard of,” I shook my head to clear it. “Never mind. We’ll talk more about this when we’re safely back on board. We need to see who's in those tanks, and if we can get them out.”
There didn’t seem to be any exit from the basement other than the one we came through and we didn’t know for sure that we’d killed all of the raiders, so Marjory went upstairs to bring Mable down where we could watch over her while I looked more closely at the glass tanks.
The lines etched into the floor were very similar to the ones making up the Patterns, and were clearly transporting vim. The mysterious caster was using them to charge what looked like a teleportation circle. They’d been mentioned in several books that survived the old-world’s destruction, but I’d never heard of one being used in recent times. From what I did remember, the circles had to connect to a specific destination artefact, which could be anywhere in the world.
There was no way to tell the direction of the vim flow from just looking at the lines, but I was willing to bet that it was flowing into the glass tanks and the people inside them. A look into the closest tank certainly seemed to support it, as I could see more glowing blue fog blowing inside, and slowly seeping into the woman standing inside.
She was completely naked and locked into metal restraints that held her upright and immobile. Her eyes were closed, and I could see her chest rise and fall in the even rhythms of sleep. I didn’t recognize her, but she could have easily been one of the missing townspeople from Gerald’s Rest, except that she had visible webbing connecting her fingers and what looked like gills at the side of her neck.
I moved from tank to tank, and every single person inside them was warped. There was neither rhyme nor reason to the warping. Some people had only minor changes that seemed to be cosmetic only, and some had major changes, up to one particular woman who was covered head to toe in glistening silver and blue scales, had a long reptilian tail, clawed hands and feet, large crest-like fins surrounding her ears and a pair of large scaled wings.
I’d checked out almost all of the tanks when I came into one that I instantly recognized. He’d grown to a height of two and a half meters, and had grey skin that looked like it was made of stone, but underneath the jutting tusks and sail-like ears, I could still recognize my brother Richard.
I’d already assumed that these were the people taken from Gerald’s Rest, but seeing my brother confirmed it. I stood staring at Richard for long moments, and it was only when I heard Marjory’s voice calling out to me that I realized that I’d seen no trace of her missing brothers.




Chapter 13 - Warped
“Is that your brother?” she asked me after setting Mable down next to the big crystal.
“Yeah. I’m guessing the rest are at least some of the missing people from Gerald’s Rest, but all of them have warped.”
“They shouldn’t have though. Even if you fill them up with vim, most of them should still release it without changing.”
“Yesterday I’d have said you’re right, but yesterday I’d have said that teleport circles are a myth, that elemental stones fit in your hand and that force feeding vim to people was impossible. But that’s not even the important question, really.”
“Yeah. I can’t think of a reason to force people to warp, but it can’t possibly be good.”
“We need to wake these people up. They might have heard something from the raiders about what this is all about.”
“And where the rest of their force, and my brothers, might be.”
The main problem was that this was the type of old world device that nobody had ever even heard of, let alone seen, and I had no idea how to shut it down. The glass tanks all had doors that should be able to swing open, but those doors didn’t have any handles. There were also no visible locks, but the doors resisted any attempt to open them.
I was beginning to think that we might have to try Marjory’s suggestion and smash the glass when I noticed that whenever one of my Shapes stepped over the glowing vim channels it pulled the vim into itself and the part of the line leading into the tank would turn a dull silver, indicating that no vim was flowing in it.
I set one of my Deckhands on the line leading to Richard’s tank, and watched as the vim inside was slowly absorbed into my brother until none of it was left. When the air inside was completely clear, the restraints holding him up unlocked and the door to the tank opened up on its own. I rushed over to catch him, completely ignoring the fact that he must have weighted three or four times as much as me, but his eyes opened before I reached him, and while he staggered a little, he managed to catch himself and walk out on his own two feet.
“Jack?” he asked in a confused voice that had a strange gravely quality to it and was at least a full octave lower than the voice I remembered, yet was still recognizable as my brother’s voice somehow. “How did you get here? What…”
He reached his hand to me, and his eyes widened at the sight of the huge grey appendage.
“What happened to me?” I could hear the rising panic in his voice, and motioned him to sit down before he fell.
“I’m not sure,” I answered, “it looks like the people who kidnapped you used old-world artefacts to cause you to warp, but I have no idea how or why.”
He looked around him, seeing the rest of the tanks.
“Are these all people from Gerald’s Rest?” he asked, and I could tell that he was trying to get his mind away from what happened to him.
“I think so,” I answered. “I haven’t seen anyone I recognize, but I haven’t spent all that much time in town the past few years.”
I sent the Deckhand to block off the vim line leading out of the crystal, and the entire system went silver at once. I could actually feel the Deckhand slowly filling up. It would take hours for it to reach full capacity, but there didn’t seem to be an end to the available vim.
“What happened to you, exactly? We found a survivor in town and know about the attack, but I have no idea what happened after they took you away.”
“I don’t know how much I can explain. They tied us up and put us on wagons pulled by those huge monsters they used to break the wall, and just started to head back to the border. At the beginning, I could recognize the area around town, but then it blurred and we were somewhere else. We kept going like that, and the blur happened every half an hour or so.
“I don’t know how long we were out there, but eventually we got to a building that looked like your stories about old-world ruins and their leader drew something on the ground, and most of the raiders, along with all of the monsters, stepped into the circle and vanished, leaving a burned out circle behind. Then they took us into the building and took most of us to a big room on the second floor where they left us chained. I don’t know what happened to the rest, but every few hours they took more of us, and the people they took didn’t come back.
“I was part of the last group they took down here, and they stripped me and locked me in that tank over there, and the next thing I know it opened up and I saw you.”
“Have you seen my brothers?” Marjory asked as soon as Richard stopped talking. “The two dwarves from the healer’s house?”
“I think they took them into the big circle before we entered the building. There were no dwarves in the room where they put us, at least.”
“Makes sense,” I pointed out. “If they need warped humans for whatever purpose they have, finding your brothers must have seemed like a stroke of luck.”
Marjory just grunted at my words and went back to watching over Mable.
“How many of them were there?” I asked Richard. “I think we fought about thirty when we raided the building, but that can’t be all of them.”
“I didn’t really get a good count, but there must have been a couple of hundred of them, more or less.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Even with the Ogres, I don’t see how that kind of force was enough to raze Gerald’s Rest like that.”
“It’s because we were lazy and complacent,” said a new, yet strangely familiar voice from behind me.
I turned towards the speaker and found myself staring at a pair of small scaled breasts belonging to the fully warped dragon woman I’d noticed when I was checking out the tanks. She was a full head taller than me, very slender and just as naked as she’d been inside the tank, and I had to struggle to avert my eyes and not stare.
Up close, her scales glittered in the old-worlder’s magical light and shimmered with her every motion. The glitter pulled my eyes all over her body, and I couldn’t help but see that she had a pair of long slender legs terminating in clawed feet that could have belonged to one of the flying lizards that used to be my bane, except for the webbing between her toes. Higher up, her hips flared just a little bit before narrowing into a thin waist leading up into small high breasts and narrow shoulders.
She must have only realized she was naked when she saw me check her out, since she snapped her wings around to cover herself, and I finally managed to raise my eyes to her face. She was completely hairless, but had a tall crest that started from her forehead and went back all the way to the base of her neck. Her ears were tall and pointed, and protected by a pair of frills that started at the corners of her eyes and swept back around the ear and down to her jaw. I could see a purplish hue to the scales covering her cheeks and had a feeling that if she wasn’t covered in them she’d be completely red with embarrassment.
Just like her voice, the face looked eerily familiar, but the scales and lack of hair made it nearly impossible to recognize, but after several seconds of awkward silence something clicked in my mind.
“Darren?” I gasped out in shock.
“Doreen,” she (he?) corrected me. “There’s not much point in hiding it anymore, is there?”
“Is this… Did you get warped into…” I started.
“No, I didn’t warp into being a woman, Jack. I’ve always been a woman. I’ve been pretending to be a man my whole life.”
“I…”
“Doesn’t really matter right now,” she interrupted. “You wanted to know how these ‘raiders’ were strong enough to defeat us.”
While I was talking with Richard and Doreen, Marjory had managed to find clothing somewhere, and had been handing them out to the people coming out of the tanks. Most of them seemed in shock at finding themselves warped, but fortunately for us they were mostly sitting around apathetically rather than flying into rages, as I would have expected from the increased aggression of most warps.
“We Forresters have always been content,” Doreen started, an edge of bitterness to her voice. “We’ve had our Patterns for centuries, but we’ve always been middling Shapers at best, and never bothered carving out our own territory. We were rich, we had political power and that was enough.
“Until Gerald Forrester. Granddad was driven. Obsessed, even. According to our records, he Shaped his first pair of Guards as soon as he turned twenty and left for the border. Over the next decade, he only ever came back when he needed to use the Patterns, which meant that as his Shapes ranked up higher his visits became more and more rare.
“By the time he was thirty, he had enough gold to hire a company of mercenaries to accompany him into the wild and claim his own territory. He wrote in his diary that until he had his own town, he was never satisfied with what he had. It’s why he called it ‘Gerald’s Rest’. Because he could finally rest after he’d founded it.
“So he settled down in his own town, got married and had children, but he was still ambitious. He got my father engaged to a daughter from a powerful Shaper family, Irene Quinn. The Quinns saw Grandad as an up and coming power, and welcomed an alliance with him. But my Father was a typical Forrester, and had a lot more interest in trade and luxury than in Shaping and battle. He Shaped a couple of Hawks when he turned twenty, used the butchers to rank them up to Crystal Phoenixes for the blast crystals, and left it at that. Aunt Evelyn didn’t even bother with that. She Shaped enough to make certain she wouldn’t warp, and called it quits. I don’t think her Shapes had ever left the mansion.
“Not that I was any better, of course.” And now the bitterness was a lot more than just an edge in her voice. “I was forced to dress and act like a man, and resented my parents for it. So as soon as I could I turned the Boar and Barrel into my own office and did my best to come back to the mansion as rarely as possible. I had no interest in my family and its fortunes, and even less interest in its Patterns.”
“Hold on a minute,” I stopped her. “You’ve been followed around by a pair of rank III Shapes since the day I met you. How can you not be a Shaper?”
“I was,” she answered with a smile, and for the first time since she got out of the tank she really looked like the Darren I remembered. “And nobody ever found it strange that a fifteen year old boy had two rank III Shapes.”
“Well, you were from a Shaper family…” I started, but stopped when I realized how flimsy that explanation was. I knew how hard it was to harvest vim, and I was a lot faster than I should have been because of the Swift. There was just no way to raise that much vim by the age of fifteen. Not without a whole battalion of people to butcher animals and warped for you, and there was no way to hide that kind of enterprise.
“Yup.” She must have seen the understanding in my eyes. “My guards are… were Granddad’s. He set them to guard me on the day I was born, and they’ve been with me until the raiders destroyed them when they attacked.”
It wasn’t a secret that Shapes didn’t dissipate immediately if their Shaper died. They kept on performing their last orders, leaking out vim from their severed connection to their maker until they had too little to stay solid, and then they dissipated. Which, for a high ranked Shape, could be decades or even centuries. But if enough damage was caused to such an Echo that it dispersed, it was destroyed forever. And it certainly explained how Doreen had enough vim that she could be warped.
“Most of Granddad’s Shapes were destroyed in the battle that killed him,” Doreen continued, “so between me, my Father and Aunt Evelyn we had a grand total of three Horses, two Crystal Phoenixes and two Sentinels with which to protect the town.”
“And now, because of your incompetence,” Richard snarled, and I could hear the sentiment echoed by the other warped townspeople around me, “Most of the town is dead, the rest of us are warped, and the raiders have all of your Patterns.”
“It’s even worse than that, I’m afraid. I don’t think they were really raiders.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “We fought them on the way in, and they were definitely raiders.”
“There were two groups that attacked the town,” Doreen explained. “One of them were ordinary raiders. But the others… They were better armed and armored, and much better disciplined. And they were the ones who teleported away with the Ogres. I suspect that whoever is behind this, they’re from inside the kingdom. Probably a Shaper family. And they just got a very large boost to their power in our Patterns.”
“Not to mention the people who got warped before us,” Richard was practically grinding his teeth, letting out a sound like rocks scratching against each other. “Wherever they are and whatever their purpose is.”
My brother wasn’t alone in his anger. The angry mutters coming from behind Doreen were a clear indication that the rest of the townspeople had gotten over the shock of being warped, and the increased aggression that always seemed to accompany the condition started to assert itself and increase their admittedly justified anger at their supposed protectors.
Doreen and Richard started to snarl at each other, with me standing between them, and I had a feeling that if I moved to try and calm the rest of the people down, they would be at each other’s throats before I took two steps.
I was starting to think that I had no way to avoid a total riot when a loud crack cut through the rising voices.
“You feeling the anger yet?” Marjory shouted at the sudden silence she’d brought about by firing her steam cannon at the ceiling. “Burning hotter than you’ve ever been before? You want to rip things apart, starting with the person whose fault this is?
“Well, welcome to the blast-shattered club,” the dwarf raised her voice to drown out the murmured assent from the still enraged crowd. “I’ve been warped since before I was born, and I blasted well learned to control it before they let me out of my crib.
“Now I won’t tell you that you’re wrong to be angry. Whoever’s behind this has my brothers, and you can bet your tails, horns and wings that when I find them they’ll get a new insight into how a poached egg feels. But that girl over there isn’t the one who did this. So you can mob up on her, knowing that you’re being less disciplined than a dwarven daycare group, or you can bank those fires down so we can figure out how to find the blasted bastards.”
That was about as far as she could possibly get from how I would have tried to calm down a group of newly warped people, but she certainly had a lot more experience than me at dealing with warped, and I wasn’t really surprised to see that her words did have a calming influence on the not-quite-yet-a-mob, and the angry mutters quieted down enough that we could continue our conversation.
Finished with her speech, Marjory stomped over to us.
“So how do we find out which of your blasted nobles has my brothers?”
“This attack has been very well planned, and I don’t think it’s a coincidence that they attacked Gerald’s Rest,” I mused. “They must have known that the Forresters weren’t up to defending it.”
“That basically narrows it down to the Whites,” Doreen said. “They’re the closest to us, and on the only road leading further in, so they’re mostly the only ones we deal with. But I know these people. I can’t believe they’re the ones behind this. Not to mention that I’ve never heard of any of them having Ogres.”
“Well, if they’re the only ones who would know, than they’re the ones responsible,” Richard grunted. “And it’s not like we can trust your judgement about anything.”
The only reason I managed to keep a snarling Doreen from attacking my brother was that I was still between them, and she was still not quite used to how her wings and tail affected her balance. As it was, she stumbled into me when she tried to pounce on him and I found myself lying on the ground with a still naked draconic warp on top of me.
She scrambled back to her feet before I could make sense of the mixed feelings of having a scaled, and yet very attractive, woman naked on top of me while knowing she was someone I’d considered male and a friend for years. I took her proffered hand, and while she helped me up I noticed that her scaled cheeks had regained the purple hue I associated earlier with blushing, and I felt my own cheeks warming up in response.
“I would have left off the second part of that,” I said hastily to distract myself and everyone else, “but my brother has a point. If the Whites are the only ones who knew about your weakness, they’re the logical suspects.”
“There might be someone else,” Doreen walked rapidly to a pile of leftover clothes, picked up the first things she found and ran behind one of the tanks to get dressed.
“Who is it?” I asked when she offered nothing further.
“…” I heard her mutter something, but couldn’t make any sense out of it.
“Who?”
“My mother,” a very unhappy Doreen said as she walked back to us, dressed in a pair of pants that was at least ten centimeters too short for her, and a shirt that must have belonged to someone significantly shorter and wider than her.
I wasn’t sure how to respond to that statement, but she continued talking without any further prompting.
“Grandfather was one of the best Shapers of his generation, and he was very young when he cleared out the territory around Gerald’s Rest. His ability and ambition caught the eye of the other Shaper families, and as I said before, he managed to leverage it into what was supposed to be a very good match for my father. But once she realized that Father was a typical Forrester and didn’t share Grandfather’s drive, she wanted the marriage dissolved.
“Of course, the marriage contract specified that she had to give Father an child, so she had to stick around long enough for me to be born and now she certainly knows everything she needs to about the family.”
“And you really think your mother would be behind an attack on her former husband and her daughter?” I asked.
“How would I know? She left as soon as I was born, and none of us have seen her since. But she clearly felt no attachment to us.”
“Well,” Marjory summed things up. “That gives us two directions to check, which is two more than we had before we got you out of the tank. Whitecliff isn’t that far from here. We can go and snoop around your friend Simon.”
“Wait,” Richard grabbed me before I could answer. “What about us?”
“What about you?” the dwarf answered.
“Where are we supposed to go now?”
I stopped to consider my brother’s question. Gerald’s Rest would need a lot of work before it was inhabitable again, and even then I was sure most of the former townspeople wouldn’t want to return to the place their friends and families were slaughtered in. Going to another town might have worked for one or two of them, but a lot of people disliked and were frightened by the warped, and a large group would never be allowed in.
The sad truth was that most warped, unless they had an influential family willing to protect them, ended up being forced into the wilds where the ones who survived would most likely end up joining a band of raiders. Which only served to reinforce people’s dislike and fear.
My brother, despite now looking like some sort of troll, was a baker. I had no illusions about his chances of surviving in the wilds, and I had no doubts that most, if not all, of the other people in the room were in the same boat.
“I have no idea, Richard,” I answered eventually. “This would have been a good place to settle in, but whoever did this to you knows about it, and knows that it was attacked. We have to expect someone to come to investigate soon.”
“We should probably get away from here as soon as possible,” Doreen added. “They might be able to teleport back here with more soldiers.”
That thought did not sit well with anyone, and I had to raise my voice to be heard over the rising panic.
“The way I see it, we’ve got two problems here,” I started. “We need to decide where to take everyone, and we need to think about how to get them there. I might have a solution to the second problem, but it won’t help if we don’t have a destination in mind.”
“We can always take them to the ghoul tower,” Marjory offered.
“To the what?” Richard squeaked. At least, as much as a troll whose voice can’t rise higher than the bass registry is capable of squeaking.
“Jack and I cleared a ruined old world tower on a flying island between Gerald’s Rest and Whitecliff. It should be safe now, and has enough room for all of you.”
“It might work,” I mused. “There’s even some room to plant a garden and raise vegetables there. It won’t work as a permanent place since supplies are going to be an issue, but it’d work for now and we can buy food in Whitecliff and fly it over.”
“You expect us to go live in an old world ruin? One that you two refer to as the ‘ghoul tower’”? Richard rumbled.
“I don’t expect you to do anything, Richard. But I can’t think of a better idea, unless you just want to head out into the wilds?”
“It definitely sounds better than the other options,” Doreen said.
“Oh no. You are not coming with us, Forrester,” Richard ground his teeth together, and I could clearly hear the muttered assent of the rest of the townspeople. “We don’t want you anywhere near us.”
“You can stay on the Swift with us,” I told the stricken dragon woman, and she brightened up a little.
“Not sure where we’d put you though,” Marjory added. “There’s barely room for the three of us as it is.”
“That might not be an issue,” I went over to the big vim crystal and looked at its connection to the floor and the metallic lines leading to the tanks. “It actually ties in with how I’m planning on getting everyone to the island.”
The big crystal was set into a metallic silver pedestal that appeared to be anchored deep into the floor. I called my Deckhands over and started to pry it apart, only half listening to Marjory explain about the Swift to my brother and the rest of the townspeople.
The metal holding the crystal in place wasn’t very hard, but it rose up to about half a meter, and therefore it still took a fair amount of effort to pry apart enough of it to release the vim source. By the time we could move the crystal, my dissipated Shapes had fortunately all reformed, since it took the combined strength of all eight humanoid Shapes to lift the heavy artefact.
As soon as the crystal was no longer touching the pedestal, a nearly inaudible whine I didn’t even realize I’d been hearing since we entered the building fell silent, and every one of the old-worlders’ light sources died, leaving the basement in pitch darkness.
I could hear cries of panic from around me, and started to rummage blindly in my pack for one of the torches I always had with me when entering old world ruins, but Marjory beat me to it and had her own torch lit up before I even found mine. We lit a few more torches and passed them around, and soon we had enough light to see by and started on our way out.
It took some effort to get the crystal up the stairs and maneuver it through the corridors, but eventually we found ourselves outside the building, and I called the Swift down to meet us. Marjory had told the townspeople what to expect, but the sight of the flying Boat was still enough to inspire gasps of awe and cries of wonder.
“Stay back,” I said once she was on the ground and the gangplank had lowered. I sent the Shapes holding the big crystal up when Richard’s heavy hand landed on my shoulder.
“That thing won’t hold all of us,” he grumbled. “And we’re not letting you fly away and strand us here alone.”
“I wasn’t planning on it,” I shot him an angry look, but the warp left him far stronger than me, and there was no way I could dislodge his hand. “Though I must say that you’re really tempting me here.”
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Marjory, who had been carrying the still unconscious Mable, lay her down on the grass and approach me in case I needed help. Doreen was approaching from the other side, and I didn’t think I had a lot of time before the situation became even worse.
I waved at the women to calm down and stay back, and had the Shapes place the crystal on the Swift’s deck. I was really hoping that the Boat would be able to drain the vim from the crystal, but had no idea how it do it, or if it could even be done. With a normal elemental stone, you just had to touch it to the Shape and it would drain the vim, but my Shapes had been touching the crystal for a while now, and nothing seemed to be happening.
The Swift, however, had already proven that she could react to my intentions, and after a few nerve racking seconds the crystal started to sink into the deck. It took a couple of minutes before the Boat finished absorbing the large crystal, but as soon as it vanished I felt the huge influx of vim.
This was the second large unknown of my plan. I had no way of knowing how much vim was stored in the crystal, and just had to hope that it would be enough. Fortunately, as soon as the vim started to flow I could tell it was enough to fill up the Swift’s reservoir and push it high enough to the minimum needed to rank up.
I got all of the Shapes to disembark from the Boat, and gave it the order to rank up. Blue light creeped all over the hull, but unlike the regular Shapes, the Swift was big enough that I could see what was happening underneath. The Boat’s deck split open down the middle, rising up and merging with the gunwale to become part of the hull, and then somehow unfolded until the deck reached a height of five meters. The stern opened up to extend the hull backwards, and kept opening up until the hull had doubled in length, and then the hull somehow flattened until it reached a beam width of about five meters, and the height dropped to four.
Elevated stern- and forecastles unfolded from the deck, followed by fore- and mizzenmasts, and two more pairs of wingsails, each corresponding to one of the new masts. The blue light lingered for a few more minutes, though I could see no further changes, and I estimated that the entire process took about twenty minutes, far longer than any other rank up I’d seen before.
When the light finally faded, I was standing in front of a light blue three masted caravel. Richard’s hand, which I hadn't even noticed was still on my shoulder, dropped to his side, and I turned to see that his jaw was hanging open in shock.
“Think you’ll fit on her now, brother?”
 






 


 


 


 


 


 


 
The tales of the Cerulean Swift and her crew will return in book 2, The Pattern Pirates.
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