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    Many years ago, I enjoyed playing a variety of RPG’s with some great friends. This book is inspired by the adventures we shared. I hope any of you that read this enjoy it as much as I did our gaming sessions. 
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PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, Clarence. This world’s a mess. Are you sure these guys are the right ones for the job?” 
 
    “Who knows? None of the others we’ve chosen have worked out, so why not try something different?” replied Clarence. 
 
    “It’s just, well, these guys are such geeks! They have no ambition! They don’t seem very heroic to me.” 
 
    “I realize that, Balzac, but what does it hurt to try? They love those weird games, so they shouldn’t be too shocked by the world. Maybe they’ll take to adventuring better than you think. It’s not like this generation gives us a lot to work with.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point. It’s not like we’re flooded with options. I just really want to get this right, especially since I’m stuck working with them. They seem kind of flaky,” responded Balzac. 
 
    “Heroes come in all shapes and sizes! Don’t judge them yet. Let’s just see how they do on their first adventure. Perhaps they’ll be able to get you further than the others have,” Clarence remarked.  
 
    “Alright,” Balzac conceded. “Get ready to pull them over. You have any idea what I’ll be this time?” 
 
    “Nope, just a roll of the dice! Good luck!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
     “Dude! What the hell? You almost wiped the party with that cast!” complained Andrew.  “My tank almost died because of your raging inferno!”  
 
    “Maybe if you’d hold aggro it wouldn’t be a problem!” retorted Joe. “I had trolls crawling up my ass the whole time. It was either that or we lose our healer, and you wouldn’t last long if he went down!”  
 
    Ray sighed. They always got like this on game nights. Even though they survived and accomplished their goals, an argument was almost certain to follow afterwards. It was always the same, either the tank wasn’t attracting enough attention, the wizard wasn’t doing enough damage, or some other issue. The two brothers had to rehash and blame each other if anything went wrong. Hell, they blamed each other if nothing went wrong.  
 
     “Could you two just knock it off? It’s the same shit every time. We won, we got great loot, nobody had to reroll a character. Why can’t we just enjoy the game?”  
 
     The other two young men stared at him. “Why you mad bro?” said Andrew.   
 
     “Yeah, this is part of our process. We like to rehash, you know that. No harm. Something crawl up your panties and twist?” asked Joe.  
 
     “No, I just get tired of your arguing all the time. I don’t mind reviewing the game, but you two always end up blaming each other for something. It sucks.”  
 
     “Fair point,” they said in unison, nodding their heads. The three friends continued walking back to their apartment. It was a beautiful fall evening in Warrensburg, Missouri. They had just graduated college in the spring and all were working meaningless jobs until they could find something they’d gone to school for. Andrew had a degree in athletic training, Joe in software design, and Ray was looking for a job as a structural engineer.  If forced to be honest, none of them would claim they were looking very hard for a real job. They’d been together since grade school and, in their words, weren’t ready to split up the party.  
 
     They were almost back to the apartment when the wind started to pick up. Branches and trash cans were flying through the air as the temperature suddenly plummeted.   
 
     “Freaking Missouri weather!” complained Andrew. The others just nodded their heads and walked faster.  There was a blinding flash of light and then...nothing. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
     CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Bright light woke the three men up. Clean, warm air blew over their faces as they struggled to sit up.  
 
     “What the hell was that?” asked Joe. “Did we get hit by a bus? Everything I have hurts.”  
 
     “Same here,” agreed Ray. “I feel...weird, kind of like energized and nauseous all at once.”  Andrew could only moan and nod.  
 
     “Greetings heroes!” squeaked a small voice nearby. “Welcome to your great adventure! I am your spirit guide, Balzac! I will help you find your way in this world and guide you to success, so that you may return home!”  
 
     “Where is that voice coming from?” asked Andrew. “I don’t see anybody else around.”  
 
     “Yeah, me neither,” agreed his brother.  “All I see is a squirrel standing over there, waving his little hands around.” Joe was right. There was indeed a large, red tailed squirrel standing on his hind legs. It appeared he was talking to the boys.  
 
     “What do you mean, squirrel?” the squirrel asked indignantly. “I’m not a squirrel.”  
 
     “You guys are seeing this, right?” Ray asked. “That squirrel is talking to us. Did somebody spike our brownies?” Joe and Andrew nodded to confirm that, yes, they too could see it, but neither of the two brothers seemed able to take their eyes off the squirrel.   
 
     “Um, yeah. You are. You have tiny little squirrel hands, a little squirrel face, and a big, bushy red tail,” confirmed Joe solemnly. “Definitely a squirrel.”  
 
     The squirrel looked down at himself. “What the fu....” he looked up and shook his little fist at the sky. “Are you fucking kidding me! A squirrel! This is bullshit! Clarence this is your doing, isn’t it! You’re jealous of my success! You’ll pay for this!” Clouds covered the sky, thunder boomed throughout the land, and lightning began streaking across the sky.  “You’re not scaring anybody! Asshole!”  The squirrel, Balzac, started chittering incoherently as he continued to berate the sky.  
 
     The three men started looking around while the squirrel had his breakdown.  They were in a clearing in the middle of a forest. A small creek burbled happily nearby. There were no signs of civilization anywhere, no power lines, no planes in the air, no roads, nothing.   
 
     “Where the hell are we and how did we get here?” Joe asked, concerned and confused. “The last thing I remember was walking home from game night, a lot of wind, and boom! Here we are.”  
 
     “Ummm, yes. Sorry about that. I got distracted.” Balzac gave another dirty look at the sky which had cleared up again. “You were chosen by the Powers that Be.” It seemed to the friends that they could actually hear him capitalize the letters.  
 
    “The three of you have been summoned to help save this land. You have been given great power and will adventure throughout the land to fight monsters, right wrongs, and perform general acts of goodness.  Once you have accomplished all of your tasks, you will be returned home, to the exact second you were pulled away.” The squirrel looked at them with a smile.  
 
     “Okay, group huddle. We’ll be right with you squirrel,” Ray said.  
 
     “Balzac,” corrected Balzac.  
 
     “Whatever.” The friends huddled up for a few minutes and talked quietly amongst themselves.  Balzac stood there with a frown on his squirrely face, tapping his foot impatiently.  
 
     “So, we get awesome powers?” Andrew asked. Balzac smiled and nodded.  
 
     “You want us to go kill monsters and save people?” asked Joe. Again, Balzac smiled and nodded.  
 
     “And we can’t go home until we’ve done all you ask?” inquired Ray. Another smile and nod.  
 
     “Yeah, we’re not gonna do that,” said Ray. “You guys got your cards on you?” Andrew and Joe nodded and pulled their decks of Magic: The Gathering out of their backpacks. The three then sat down and started setting up a triangle game. Balzac just stared at them in stunned silence. He had never had a group of adventurers refuse to, well.... adventure.  
 
     “WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU’RE NOT GOING TO DO IT?!” he roared, or rather, squeaked indignantly. “YOU CAN’T RETURN HOME UNLESS YOU FULFILL YOUR QUEST!”  
 
     “Big deal,” replied Andrew.  
 
     “But, but, but… ” Balzac sputtered. “Don’t you want to go home?”  
 
     “Nah, nothing there for us. Just have to pay student loans and go back to our lame jobs,” said Ray.  
 
     “What about family and friends?”  
 
     “Don’t have any. All our friends are here,” answered Joe easily. 
 
     “How about doing it for honor and glory?” Balzac tried feebly.   
 
     “But all that would disappear once we left anyway,” Andrew pointed out.  
 
     Balzac looked up and shook his little fist at the sky again. “Clarence! You bastard! You gave me defective heroes!” Thunder shook the ground again.  
 
     “Of all the shit...fucking millennials. Stupid ass government loans…guess I can’t really blame them for not wanting to go back to that...” the squirrel muttered.  
 
     “Ok, we are at an impasse. You can’t go home until you finish your quests. So, you just gonna sit there and play cards forever then?”  
 
     “Nah, we want to check out what we can do eventually. I’m tapping this swamp for mana,” commented Joe distractedly.  Balzac sat down and started pouting.   
 
     “How long is this game going to take?” he asked.  
 
     “As long as it takes dude,” replied Andrew. Balzac threw up his hands and paced. Eventually he came over to watch the game. After a while, he even started asking questions about how it was played.  
 
     “So, you have to tap a different type of land for different mana to create effects or activate creatures?” the squirrel asked.  
 
     “Yep,” the guys said in unison.  
 
     “Interesting,” he murmured.  After several hours, the game came to a halt.  
 
     “So, are you ready to begin your journey?” asked Balzac hopefully. 


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 3  
 
      
 
    “Not going dude. May as well give up on that idea,” stated Ray. The others nodded their agreement as they stood up, stretched, and looked around.  
 
    Balzac shook his furry head. “Well, what are you planning then? You can’t just sit here forever!” He was shaking his finger at each of the men in turn like an angry school teacher. “Besides, you were brought here for a specific reason, and you can’t just ignore that!”  
 
     “Sure we can. None of us are interested in risking our lives to fight monsters. Why are you getting so pissy about it? You gotta chill or you’re gonna stroke out or something,” advised Andrew.  
 
     “I’M SO “PISSY” BECAUSE I’M STUCK AS A FREAKING SQUIRREL UNTIL YOU FINISH YOUR QUEST!” he screeched. “CLARENCE! YOU WILL RUE THE DAY, YOU ASS-HAT!” He screamed at the sky again, shaking his fuzzy fists.  
 
     Just then, a large reptilian creature launched itself in the air, possibly startled by Balzac’s indignant screams. It lightened its load just as it flew over the enraged squirrel, coating him in an enormous amount of poo. Balzac’s scream ended with a gurgle.  
 
     “DUDE!” shouted Andrew. “THAT THING JUST SHIT ALL OVER YOU!” Andrew is a master of the obvious.  
 
     “That’s just nasty!” exclaimed Joe, stepping back from the steaming squirrel. “I think it went in his mouth!”  Balzac could only nod miserably. He started spitting and gagging in an attempt to get the feces out of his mouth. 
 
     “The creek… where?” he croaked. “Can’t see, shit in my eyes.”  
 
     “To your right, bud. I’d help you, but I’m not getting anywhere near that mess,” said Ray with disgust.    
 
    Balzac slowly made his way to the burbling brook, mumbling all the way. “Stupid millennials get me shit on by a flying lizard… gonna kill Clarence...”  Unfortunately, Balzac didn’t see the edge of the creek, and he tumbled in with a scream and a splash.  He quickly came to the surface sputtering and cursing, and after a few minutes of diligent scrubbing, he climbed back up on the bank and sat facing the stream.  
 
     “Wow, that was amazing,” said Andrew. “I’ve never seen anything have that much shit dropped on it before. First time I’ve ever seen a squirrel cry too.”  
 
     Balzac was indeed sobbing, cursing his fate.  Suddenly, there was a loud buzzing from the woods across the creek from them. Balzac looked up, turned, and then ran straight at the three slackers.  
 
     “Run! Run for your stupid lives! We’re gonna die!” Balzac got to the friends and ran right past them. “Move dumbasses or you’re shark-fly bait!”  
 
    “What’s a shark-fly?” Andrew asked as he looked in the direction of the noise. There was a dark cloud of insects approaching, and the buzzing was growing ever louder.  
 
     His friends picked up on Balzac’s panic and, grabbing the dumbfounded Andrew, ran after their furry guide. Having longer legs, they caught up quickly. Ray reached out and plucked the squirrel off the ground and kept going.  
 
     “You know, you could probably have run faster on all four of your legs,” he told the heaving squirrel.  
 
     “Piss off! I’m still learning how to use this body! Now, we have to find cover, because we can’t outrun them forever!” Balzac exclaimed. He was sitting on Ray’s shoulder, holding on to the man’s hair for dear life. He kept looking back to see the buzzing horde get closer and closer.  “Shit. This isn’t going to work! Listen morons, you’re gonna have to fight them!”  
 
     “With what!?” screamed a panicked Joe. “You got a magic fly swatter or something?” Joe had made the mistake of looking back just as a cute little bunny hopped in front of the mass of shark-flies. Several of the terrifying little bugs swooped down and devoured it instantly. The entire feeding frenzy took only seconds, and all that was left was a blood splatter.  “Holy shit!” he cried as he sped up. “Run faster!”  
 
     “We can’t escape them. You will have to use your new powers to destroy them before they kill you!” Balzac insisted. “Hmmmm. Of course, if you do die, I can go back to the heavens; I won’t be a squirrel anymore....” he mused thoughtfully. Thunder rumbled overhead. “Oh, screw you Clarence! I was just thinking out loud!”  
 
     “We don’t even know what our powers are! How are we supposed to use them if we don’t know what we can do? And we only have your word that we have any powers at all!” puffed Andrew. Role playing games and video games didn’t provide much cardio. Maybe LARPing would’ve been a good idea....  
 
     “Just stand and let it flow through you,” the squirrel instructed. “Come on! We have a couple minutes’ lead before the first ones get here. What’s more, your panic should help the power to flow through you more easily!”  
 
     “Just like piss,” Ray muttered as he slowed to a stop. His friends came up beside him, all of them gasping for breath.   
 
     Balzac hopped off Ray’s shoulder. “Stand bravely men! The enemy is upon you!” He puffed up his little squirrel chest and pointed over at the approaching horde.  
 
     The boys stood, looking back and forth between each other and the approaching killer cloud. “Can you tell us what these bastards are now?” asked Joe.  
 
     “Oh, right, know your enemy and all that,” replied Balzac. “You know what a shark is?” They nodded. “You know what a fly is?” They nodded again. “Well, imagine them having very angry babies.”  
 
     “Got it. Any advice here?” asked Ray.  
 
     “Yep! Kill them before they eat you,” answered Balzac.  
 
     “Real helpful,” replied Andrew. All three spared an indignant look at their guide, who just shrugged his shoulders before turning back to the insects.  
 
     They were quickly running out of time before the murderous bugs were upon them, and they still had no idea what to do.  
 
      Suddenly, Ray felt hot. Really hot. A jet of flames burst from his hands into the cloud of murder bugs, burning a huge swath through the center of them. Ray screamed in fear, which quickly morphed into triumph. He waved his hands back and forth to take out as many bugs as possible.   
 
     Joe was almost in a panic when he saw Ray light them up. “G-g-get back, get back, get back!” he stuttered in fear. But just then, Joe felt a great weight leave his body as metal shards flew out of the earth. These shards joined into a small wall of metal which flew towards the killer insects, gathering all the shark-flies in front him together before crashing down into the ground, crushing them with tremendous force.  
 
     Emboldened by his friends’ success, Andrew stepped up to try his luck, too.  He raised his hands with a cocky smirk and....nothing happened. His hands glowed golden for a moment, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Shit!!!!” he screamed as he ran towards Ray with several flies in hot pursuit. In his panic, he grabbed the closest thing he could use to fight them off. Unfortunately, that thing turned out to be Balzac. 
 
    “What the fuuuuuuuuuu—?!” the squirrel screamed as Andrew swung him around like fuzzy nunchucks.  Andrew began swatting the bugs out of the air with his weaponized squirrel as he ran. Not thinking in his panic, he ran in front of Ray just as the stream of fire came to an end. All the bugs were toasted, and Balzac was singed and dazed. Andrew dropped the smoking squirrel.  
 
    “Oh shit! Sorry about that, Nutsack. I kinda panicked there,” Andrew said somewhat sheepishly. Balzac was reeling, staggering on the ground and throwing up as smoke curled off of him. He finally fell and caught his breath. 
 
    “It’s Balzac, you giant asshole. My name is… Balzac…” he said weakly before falling silent. 
 
    “Dude! I think you killed him!” exclaimed Joe. 
 
    “NOOOOO!” screamed Andrew. Just then, his hands started to glow again, and it spread to the still body of the squirrel. The burned off fur grew back quickly, and he sat up. 
 
    There was a beat of silence, but it didn’t last long. 
 
    “ARE YOU KIDDING ME? I’M A HEALER?! I’M SUPPOSED TO BE A TANK!! FUCK YOU CLARENCE!” Andrew screamed at the sky. 
 
    Balzac stood unsteadily. “Now you understand what a dick he is.” Thunder boomed across the heavens. “Hey!!” Balzac shouted, his anger at Andrew seeming to return in earnest. “You almost killed me!” 
 
    “My bad, but I didn’t know what to do!” Andrew said defensively. “I just grabbed the first thing I could use as a weapon. I guess that was you. But hey, at least it worked. The bugs are gone.” 
 
    “I AM NOT A WEAPON!!!” cried Balzac. He sighed. “Can we just get on with this now? Surely you have a taste for adventure after defeating this minor foe.” 
 
    Joe raised his hand. Balzac looked confused. “Why are you raising your hand?” 
 
    “Oh, I just wanted to ask a question.” Balzac then nodded for him to go on. “Where’s the loot?” Joe inquired. 
 
    “Loot? What loot?” Balzac asked, perplexed. 
 
    “The loot you get from winning a fight. You know, some money, weapons, or armor. That loot.” 
 
    Balzac looked at the men quizzically. They all looked ready for his answer. “You killed bugs. You expect treasure?” They nodded. Balzac put his face in his hands. “Where would they carry treasure? For that matter, why would they carry treasure? Shark-flies have no use for treasure.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s just that all our games give us treasure for beating stuff. If we don’t even get loot, then we definitely don’t want to go on quests. That shit sucked!” said Andrew. 
 
    The spirit guide just looked at him for a moment,  before then launching himself through the air to begin assaulting Andrew’s face. 
 
    “YOU. ARE. THE. MOST. USELESS. HEROES. EVER!” he cried as he punctuated each word with blow to Andrew’s face. Andrew giggled. 
 
    “Ha-ha, squirrel punches tickle!” he said as he plucked the enraged rodent from his head and placed him on the ground. 
 
     “So, what are we doing now guys?” Andrew asked the others, as Balzac kicked at the ground furiously. However, he stopped at Andrew’s question. It was one that the squirrel badly wanted an answer to. Ray and Joe just shrugged and looked around. 
 
    “OK,” Balzac began, taking their silence as an opportunity to speak, “we are currently in a part of the world once known as the United States. This portion is near the middle and was called Missouri by its inhabitants. If you travel to the northwest, you will come upon the ruins of Kansas City. Beyond that is a hellish, godforsaken wasteland they called Kansas.” The squirrel shuddered. “Nobody ever goes there if they can help it.”  
 
    “To the east, many days travel, is the broken city of St. Louis. It is a shit hole of epic proportions, populated by mutants and monsters. There are also small settlements all over the place,  but they are independent and not very trusting of outsiders. The largest settlement left in this land is Atlanta, found in the region of Georgia. It is a communist-run crater of filth and depravity. It is my understanding that it was once burnt down in a great war, but I fail to understand why it was rebuilt. They are highly ambitious and would like to rule this land from sea to sea.”   
 
    “Their greatest enemy is the fascist state of Denver, found in the wilds of Colorado. They also look to rule. Between these two powers is a neutral area with Missouri being in its center.  The two grow closer to war every day.  Now, will you choose to join one against the other, or defend the weak from both?” Balzac asked hopefully. He should have known better. 
 
    “Dude, give it up already! We aren’t fighting!” insisted Joe. “Is there a town or something near here? We need food, clothes, and weapons.” 
 
    “How would we pay for them?” asked Andrew. “We don’t even know what they use for money here.” 
 
    “There is a small settlement and a way to make a little money….” said Balzac slowly. “You just have to take on some odd jobs here and there, things to make life a little safer for people.”  
 
    “And now you’re back to us doing quests and stuff again! Look, we don’t have enough for a party! We have crowd control, DPS, and, ugh, healing. But we also need a tank and a thief or assassin if we wanna get anything real done!” cried Andrew. 
 
    “You keep using these words and thinking I know what they mean,” Balzac interjected. “But I have no idea what it is you’re referring to! If you’d just tell me, perhaps I can help!” 
 
    Ray nodded. “It’s simple. DPS is damage per second, someone that can do a ton of damage quickly. That’s me.” Balzac nodded. “Crowd control is just that, someone who can keep the party from getting overwhelmed while doing extra damage, as well. That’s Joe and his magnetism stuff.” Joe nodded, forming the metal he’d recovered from crushing the bugs into several small balls, and smiled. 
 
    Ray continued, “Andrew heals any damage we take and can probably cast some sort of protection.” Andrew sulked at this. “A tank keeps enemies focused on him or her. They have a lot of armor and life, and they give us the room we need to take stuff out.” Balzac nodded slightly. “Lastly, a thief/assassin can sneak up and cause tremendous damage. They are also good at infiltrating places either to scout or steal.” Ray finished his explanation. 
 
    “And you can’t fight without a full party?” asked Balzac? 
 
    “Not effectively. Besides, we don’t want to fight anyone, remember?” 
 
    “Well, to survive in this land, you will have to fight. You saw that with the shark-flies. If you help others, you will earn this “loot” you desire. It is the only way.” The squirrel smiled at the group smugly. 
 
    The guys all looked at each other, shook their heads, and looked back at their tiny spirit guide. “Nope, still not doing it. But I guess we might take some simple little jobs, just enough to get money for food and stuff,” stated Ray. The others nodded firmly beside him. 
 
    “Gah! Why won’t you just cooperate!! I DON’T WANT TO BE A SQUIRREL!!!” Thunder boomed again. “NOBODY’S TALKING TO YOU CLARENCE!!”  Lightning then crashed down and hammered into the enraged rodent. “OUCH,” he whimpered as he fell over, steaming.  The three men stood and stared dumbly. 
 
    “Holy shit!” shouted Joe. “Can you heal him Andrew?” Andrew grumbled, but walked over to the smoking squirrel.  He put his hand over Balzac and concentrated. His hand started glowing golden, and Balzac was soon back on his feet and sputtering. He looked up at the sky angrily but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What now?” asked Joe. “Should we head for that town or something?” The others nodded. “Well, lead on Ball-sack!” he shouted. 
 
    “It’s Balzac,” replied the squirrel dejectedly. But nevertheless, he climbed up onto Ray’s shoulder and steered them towards the town.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “So how far is it?” asked Andrew. It was hot out and they’d already been walking for what seemed like hours. It had actually been about twenty minutes. 
 
    “Oh, about a three day walk,” replied Balzac. “But at the pace you all move, it might take a month.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say! You have a ride,” sulked Joe. 
 
    “Listen boy, I’ve walked this land for ages in many different forms. You can’t even seem to make it one mile, so stop your belly-aching and get moving!” The reluctant heroes set off again, whining every step of the way. 
 
    “Why don’t they have taxis or something?” asked Andrew tiredly. 
 
    “Or an Uber, Uber would be awesome!” chimed in Joe. 
 
    “I’d even settle for a bus,” stated Ray. 
 
    The grumbling continued for hours, even when they took breaks, which was frequently. 
 
    “I think we should stop for the night,” announced Andrew. The other two men agreed instantly and sat down with a huff. Balzac looked at them incredulously. 
 
    “We’ve barely walked three miles, and there are still hours of daylight ahead of us! Do you want to get to a town or not?” 
 
    “Listen Ball-sweat, we’ve had a long day. We were kidnapped by some douche-canoe, yelled at by a freaking squirrel, almost eaten by shark bugs, and now we’ve had to walk for miles! We’re tired and our feet hurt!” 
 
    “You’re fat and lazy,” Balzac stated flatly. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is out here at night? Do you have food or water? Where do you plan on sleeping? Have you considered anything at all??” 
 
    “Ummmm, we’ve got some chips and energy drinks,” said Joe. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have provided some of this stuff?  Our GM always makes sure we have basic supplies,” stated Andrew. “You keep yelling at us, but you haven’t contributed shit. You need to do a better job!” All three nodded and glared at the speechless squirrel. Balzac stared at the heavens again, as if imploring some uncaring deity for help. 
 
    “They’re right, Balzac!” a voice stated. Just then, large rabbit stepped up, shaking his fuzzy head. 
 
    “What do you mean they’re right? We never supply anything! You’re just trying to make me look bad!” Balzac yelled at the bunny. 
 
    “You don’t seem to need help with that. You truly are a failure,” accused the rabbit. 
 
    “Why you…” Balzac hopped off Ray’s shoulder and charged the bunny. The two went down in a heap and started beating the holy hell out of each other. 
 
    “You can’t zap me now, Clarence! I’m gonna beat your fuzzy ass!” shouted Balzac. 
 
    Clarence kicked him off and retorted, “Like hell rodent! Quit blaming me for your mistakes! I’m gonna rip your tail off and strangle you with it!” 
 
    The two continued to fight and cuss for a few minutes.  
 
    Joe’s eyes lit up with the sight of the cute little critters fighting. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod! FOOD FIGHT!!”  
 
    Ray and Andrew looked at him quizzically. “Look, it’s a squirrel versus a rabbit. They’re food! They’re fighting! FOOD FIGHT!” Joe fell to the ground howling with laughter. The other two men looked at him and then started chuckling. 
 
    Ray finally got tired of the show and launched a stream of fire at the two cuddly forest creatures. “Enough! Keep it up and we’ll be eating fried rabbit and squirrel for supper tonight!” They quickly stopped fighting, and started rolling in the dirt to put out the flames in their fur. 
 
    “I apologize gentleman,” said the bunny formally. “My little brother and I don’t always see eye to eye.” 
 
    “You’re brothers?” Andrew asked incredulously. The two nodded. “No wonder you’re fighting. Working with your brother sucks!” Joe elbowed him sharply at this. 
 
    “Anyway, you three need to realize the seriousness of your situation,” stated Clarence. “You CANNOT return home until you’ve accomplished a series of goals.” He saw the men start to object. “However,” Clarence continued, cutting them off, “we cannot make you go out on these quests. We can only hope that you will comply. The people of this land need heroes.” 
 
    “Then why the hell did you pick us?” Ray asked. “We didn’t sign up for this! We don’t want any part of it!” 
 
    “You three had a certain set of characteristics that drew our attention,” Clarence said. “We felt―” Balzac cleared his throat and shook his head― “Fine, I felt you would make great heroes. If I was wrong, I apologize. Be that as it may, you’re here now and stuck in this situation. We cannot send you back, nor can we take your powers back. So, you need to decide if you want to play along and be heroes or sit back and do nothing, living here in obscurity.” Clarence was sure he had them with his pitch. Balzac looked at them hopefully. 
 
    The three men looked at each other and sighed. “Still not interested,” said Ray. Clarence’s bunny jaw dropped. Balzac just sat down and cried. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Clarence. 
 
    “I mean we aren’t doing it. We don’t want to be heroes. Now can you, I don’t know, poof us to a town or something?” replied Ray. 
 
    “Poof you? To a town?” Clarence repeated. The guys nodded hopefully. 
 
    “NO! I cannot poof you to a town! You’re supposed adventure your way there! Gain experience and power! What is wrong with you people?!” 
 
    “I know, right? You gave me defective heroes! I can’t be held responsible for these rejects! Let me go home!” cried Balzac miserably. 
 
    “You can’t, and you know it. It’s your turn to be spirit guide, and you can’t go back home until they succeed! Those are the rules,” replied Clarence. 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” Balzac screamed, and he attacked the bunny once more. Clarence disappeared with a loud poof. 
 
    “See, I knew you could do that!” yelled Ray at the sky. Thunder rolled once more. Ray flipped off the sky. “And you could at least give us supplies, you celestial dick-hole!”  
 
    As if right on cue, a pile of gear suddenly appeared on the ground at each man’s feet. 
 
    “REALLY!?” Balzac screamed. “You’re giving these shitheads gear?! THEY AREN’T GOING TO DO ANYTHING!” In response, the dirt at the squirrel’s feet started spinning and letters formed.  
 
    SORRY BRO! THESE LOSERS NEED ALL THE HELP THEY CAN GET. THIS GEAR IS THE LEAST I CAN DO! GOOD LUCK! 
 
    “You suck so much,” Balzac muttered at the ground.  The guys started going through the gear at their feet. 
 
    “What is this shit?” asked Joe. He found a tent with several rips in it; a few tunics and pairs of pants, both with holes and of various sizes; a cracked leather belt; and a rusty, slightly bent dagger. The others had equipment of similar quality. Each had a half-filled water skin and a bag with moldy cheese and very dry meat. Both food items appeared to have been nibbled on by rodents. 
 
    “This is some kind of bullshit,” whined Andrew. “Get kidnapped, and get janky equipment. This sucks!” 
 
    “What do you actually expect?” asked Balzac seriously. “Yes, you got sucked in here without your consent. Sorry, but your love of gaming made us think you’d be interested. Your files talked about your interest in magic and adventure. I guess we were wrong. That being said, do you really feel like you deserve any help, much less quality gear? Are you that selfish and entitled? Is what they say about your generation true?  If so, your world is truly doomed.” 
 
    The young men had the decency to look ashamed of themselves, but their stubbornness was evident in their stances. 
 
    “It still isn’t fair. We don’t want this. We didn’t ask for it. You shouldn’t have brought us here.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Ray sighed and decided to take the lead. It was something he had to do regularly because the brothers would quickly devolve to arguing and nothing would get done.  “Well, we need to know where we are and if anything is around here,” he stated. They all looked at Balzac expectantly. 
 
    “Oh, now you want to listen! Why should I help you? It’s not like you’re going to do anything valuable!” Thunder rumbled once again across the clear sky. “Nobody’s talking to you, Clarence! Butt out!” 
 
    “Dude! You don’t have to be so hateful. Aren’t you, like, required to help us or something?” Ray asked again. 
 
    Balzac started to say something rude, but looked up to the sky before answering with a sigh. “Yes, I have to help you. I can’t knowingly lead you to harm and must try to answer all requests honestly. Even if I don’t want to. And I don’t. Want to, that is. Dick!” 
 
    “Okay then! Where are we and what will we find nearby?” asked Ray. Balzac shook his head and muttered before finally answering. 
 
    “As you dullards may have noticed, we are currently in the wilderness. Those are trees,” Balzac began  sarcastically. “And if you look in that direction,” he pointed to his left, “there are more trees, but this time on a hill. There is a small creek running down the hill through the woods. That is all you will find near here.” He folded his little squirrel hands, wrapped his tail around himself and smiled at them. 
 
    “Real helpful, prick. How about showing us to a city?” At that, Balzac sighed and climbed Ray.  
 
    “Go towards that hill. It will take a few days to get there, and at the pace you assholes move it may take weeks. Maybe you’ll all starve to death,” he said hopefully. 
 
    “Why do you have to hate on us like that? We aren’t fighters, dude. We don’t want to hurt or kill anyone, and we sure don’t want to be killed either. Why can’t you understand that?” Andrew implored, sounding hurt. Andrew’s comments seemed to soften Balzac’s heart a bit. 
 
    “I’m sorry… You’re right. It isn’t really your fault that you’re defective. Let’s all try to get along and maybe make something out of this mess.” They all nodded and continued walking. They had nearly crowned the hill as the sun started to set. 
 
    “We should make camp. Do any of you know how to set up a tent?” the squirrel asked. They all shook their heads. “Fine. I’ll explain how it’s done.” Balzac then gave directions and the boys slowly managed to put up the bedraggled tents. 
 
    “Those things suck!” observed Joe. They really were pretty bad, and the holes were even more evident with the tents actually set up. They sagged badly in the middle and each would barely cover one man. 
 
    “We’ll just have to make the best of it!” encouraged Ray. They grabbed some fallen wood, piled it up, and Ray lit it with a small jet of fire. 
 
    “That is so cool...” whispered Andrew wistfully. “I can’t do shit! It sucks being the healer!” 
 
    “Dude! Chill out! Healers are the most important members of the party. We wouldn’t last five minutes out here without you!” replied Joe, trying to cheer up his brother. It was no use. Andrew just stared dejectedly into the fire. 
 
    The boys pulled out their meager rations and ate in silence. They sat this way for what seemed like an eternity, but in reality it was about twenty minutes. They’d just decided to call it a night when Andrew’s stomach rumbled. They all looked over at him.  
 
    “What? I feel fine. My stomach just rumbled a little,” he said defensively. He stood up and started walking towards his tent. Then, he leaned over to climb in when suddenly a tremendous fart ripped from his anus. The fire flared out, singing Balzac’s fur. 
 
    “Holy shit, Andrew! That’s nasty!” yelled Ray. He reached over and started slapping at Balzac to stop the poor creature from burning up. Andrew ripped off another massive fart, and this time the flame danced towards Joe. 
 
    “Ray! Quit beating off Balzac and put me out!” screamed Joe, as he stopped, dropped, and rolled. 
 
    “Andrew! Turn your ass around before you burn the entire hill down!” shouted Ray frantically. Andrew did as he was instructed, his flatulence unabated. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong! I feel fine, I just can’t stop farting! My asshole hurts! Make it stop!” Andrew kept running around, ripping ass, when suddenly multiple figures appeared coming out of the woods. They were moving…awkwardly, kind of jerky and slow. Balzac sat up from where he lay, smoldering. 
 
    “ZOMBIES! OH SHIT! WE’RE GONNA DIE!” he screamed as he ran behind Ray. “Light them up, you flaming idiot!” Ray was a little confused but followed directions. 
 
    “Andrew, get your smelly ass out of the way!” he shouted. Andrew stood like a deer in headlights before dropping straight to the ground, ass up. Ray started shooting huge jets of fire at the approaching horde as Andrew’s anal assault continued, causing geysers of flaming ass clouds to erupt from the blaze. 
 
    “My ass!! My ass is on fire!” screamed Ray’s flatulent friend. And that it was. The flame followed the gas trail back to its source, setting Andrew’s pants ablaze. Andrew immediately started rolling out of the line of, well, fire, before sitting up and dragging his ass across the ground like a dog with worms. 
 
    Joe finally stopped watching and joined in the fun. He took his metal balls and sent them shooting through the night, bursting through zombie chests left and right. Unfortunately, it did little good, and the monsters kept advancing. 
 
    “Dammit Joe! Don’t you ever read? You gotta take their heads off!” Ray screamed as he smoked the zombies. They went up like candles at the touch of his flame. Some of the burning creatures ran into others and set them on fire too, but it didn’t slow the advance. 
 
    “Gah! They’re gonna eat me! I’m gonna get bit and go zombie!” yelled Andrew as he ran behind his friends.  
 
    Balzac looked at him before asking, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You get turned into a zombie if they bite or scratch you!” cried Andrew, somewhat hysterically. 
 
    “No, you don’t, dipshit! Zombies don’t make themselves! They have to be raised by a necromancer!” 
 
    “Oh, okay then. Man, I really wish I could do something to help,” lamented Andrew. His gas continued on, showing no signs of stopping. 
 
    “You could move down-wind, that would help!” answered Joe, as he watched his mighty balls tear a path through the crowd of zombies. 
 
    “You’re a healer, dumbass! Maybe a priest, too! Try to turn them or something!” offered Ray. 
 
    “What the hell?” Andrew muttered. “I guess it’s worth a shot.” He then raised his hands toward the zombies and chanted, “In the name of Clarence, I bind thee!”                Instantly, golden light suffused his body, spreading rapidly towards the undead menace. Every zombie touched by the light stood rooted to the spot, unable to move. Soon, the entire horde was stuck in place. 
 
    “YES!” Andrew shouted in glee, closing his hands and fist pumping joyously.  
 
    All of the zombies exploded violently as the golden light ripped through them. Zombie guts and bits of undead flesh flew everywhere, covering the companions. 
 
    “HOLY SHIT! I DON’T SUCK!” cheered Andrew. The others, however, didn’t look quite as happy. They were all covered in zombie, after all. Balzac was fighting his way out from under a particularly large zombie torso and was covered in blood and other fluids. 
 
    “Yeah, that was great,” he said sarcastically. “In the name of Clarence? Really?” He looked up at Andrew. 
 
    “It worked didn’t it?” Andrew countered. Everyone was forced to agree. “Maybe you all should get cleaned up,” he continued. “You really stink!”  
 
    At this, Ray and Joe looked at each other, nodded, and then started throwing zombie bits at Andrew. 
 
    “Ugh, stop it! That’s nasty!” he yelled, as he heroically ran away.  
 
    Shortly after, the four of them finally headed to the creek to wash off in the icy cold water.  They spent the rest of the night cold, wet, and miserable. Every once in a while, Ray, Joe, and Balzac would hear Andrew mutter, “Yeah, I’m a badass.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    The next morning dawned bright and cheerful. Ray started another fire to warm the shivering friends. Next, they gathered what was left of their supplies for breakfast. 
 
    But before they could start eating, Andrew stopped them. “Shouldn’t we say grace or something?” he asked. They all looked at him oddly. “Fine, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clarence,” Andrew prayed, “for this bounty which thou hast provided. Thank you for giving us this day! Amen!” 
 
    “Seriously! What the fuck, dude?” asked Joe. “Weren’t you cussing him just yesterday? Because you hate being a healer?” 
 
    “That was then, but I’m wiser now. I know how lucky I am to be chosen by Clarence,” Andrew replied serenely. 
 
    “It’s only been one day, you douche!” shouted Joe. “How do you think you’re wiser now than then?” 
 
    “Experience, of course! Someday you will understand,” Andrew chided. Joe shook his head.  
 
    Balzac looked at him hopefully. “Does that mean you’re willing to go on quests? To help people?” he asked. 
 
    “I must do as my Lord Clarence demands! If he calls me, I must follow!” Andrew stated grandly. 
 
    Ray and Joe facepalmed. “STILL. NOT. DOING. IT!” they cried in unison. Andrew shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, small rodent. They will see the light, just as I have,” Andrew said with a smug grin. 
 
    “You know, I’m glad you’re finally willing to help, but you’re still an asshole!” Balzac shouted as he scurried away. 
 
    “Can we get a move on? I’d like to get there before we all die of old age!” Balzac shouted back to the three friends. The guys gathered their meager belongings and started walking. 
 
    After an eternity on foot (Balzac was perched on Ray’s shoulder, as usual), the men were getting tired.  
 
    “How much further is it?” whined Joe. “We’ve been walking for hours!” Balzac looked at him. 
 
    “It’s been like ten minutes. I can still see our campsite. How can you be this lazy and still be alive?” he asked incredulously.  
 
    “Blow me, you fuzzy asswipe!” Joe shot back. “You aren’t even walking, are you? My feet hurt! And I’m bored!”  
 
    The squirrel shook his fuzzy head. “Then find something to take your mind off the walk!” he suggested. 
 
    “Like what?” countered Joe. 
 
    “Why don’t you, like, play with your balls or something?” Ray offered. The five metal balls Joe created were spinning around him. 
 
    “Good idea,” Balzac agreed. “Work on your skills. Can you make your balls orbit in different directions?” 
 
    “You mean you want me to twist my balls around in  different ways?” Joe asked. Balzac nodded.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll try it,” Joe said. The metallic orbs started moving sluggishly all around his body. 
 
    “Dude, twisting my balls like this is hard! It hurts too!” Joe complained. 
 
    “It will come easier with practice. You just need to improve your focus. Just imagine how powerful your balls will be when you can control them individually!” Balzac said. 
 
    “That would be awesome!” stated Joe softly. “I bet I can even make my balls bigger!” 
 
    “I’m sure you can. You will find endless uses for your mighty balls!” encouraged Balzac. 
 
    The next few hours passed quietly. Joe was focusing on his balls, Ray was walking and chatting softly with Balzac, and Andrew seemed to be having a one-way conversation with Clarence. 
 
    “Is Clarence going to answer any of his prayers?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Fuck if I know. Clarence is a dick.” Balzac flipped off the sky. “If it makes him feel better and gets him to help, I don’t care if he buggers Clarence every night.” 
 
    “I didn’t need that image,” said Ray with a grimace. 
 
    “Hey guys, watch this!” Joe shouted. He’d been doing much better about changing the orbits of his balls. “Now I can mash some of my balls together and super-size them. I HAVE GIANT BALLS!” 
 
    By the time they finally stopped for lunch, they’d made amazing progress. They’d travelled further in a few hours than they had since they’d come to this world.  
 
    “What do we have left to eat?” asked Ray. He only had a bit of meat and water left. The others weren’t any better off. 
 
    “You won’t last long this way. Do any of you know how to hunt?” Balzac asked.  
 
    Unsurprisingly they all shook their heads.  
 
    “Fish?” No, again.  
 
    “Gather berries, nuts, fruits, and vegetables?” Again, that was a no.  
 
    “Do you have any survival skills at all?” They looked at each other blankly. 
 
    “PERFECT! NEXT TIME JUST GIVE ME TODDLERS! AT LEAST THEY’D HAVE AN EXCUSE FOR BEING THIS HELPLESS!” the enraged squirrel screamed at the sky. Thunder answered his rant.  
 
    “Fine. I’ll teach you on the way. For now, eat up. We still need to make some miles,” he ordered. 
 
    “Man, my feet hurt!” complained Ray. Of all of them, Ray was the one who had complained the least. However, like the others, his feet were soft and not used to walking long distances. He had blisters all over them, many of which had burst and were bleeding freely. Joe wasn’t in any better shape. 
 
    “Andrew! Heal these for us!” Ray requested.  Andrew looked at him haughtily. 
 
    “Would that not be an affront to Clarence? Wasting my holy powers to heal mere blisters?” Andrew inquired loftily. 
 
    “Bullshit! I know you’ve been healing yours along the way! That golden glow is pretty easy to see!” retorted Joe.  
 
    Andrew looked at him sheepishly before doing what they asked. They started off again. 
 
    “I’M SICK OF WALKING!” shouted Joe. He really wasn’t taking this well. “TRAVEL SUCKS! WHY ISN’T THERE A PORTAL OR SOMETHING! We never have to do this when we game!” he complained. 
 
    Balzac was about to come unglued. Before he could berate the hapless loser, Ray stepped in.  
 
    “Do you remember that X-Men movie? The part where Magneto made metal discs to stand on so he could just float through the air?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah… Do you think I could do something like that?” Joe replied hopefully. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. You have magnetic powers just like his, right?” 
 
    “Damn right I do!” Joe said proudly. With that, he reformed a couple of his balls into thin squares instead of discs, and he looked over at Ray.  
 
    “Don’t wanna get sued for copyright infringement!” he pointed out. Holding the squares in place with his power, he gingerly stepped up onto them. 
 
    “This I have to see!” said Balzac gleefully.  
 
    Sure enough, the squares held the happy hipster solidly in the air. He bounced up and down on them a few times. They appeared solid. 
 
    “This is awesome! I’m gonna see if I can move them!” Slowly, the squares glided forward. “I’m doing it! I’m really doing it!” he said excitedly. He was having a little trouble with balance, but soon assumed control. He gradually sped up. 
 
    “Don’t try to go too fast!” shouted Andrew. Though he was concerned for his safety, he was also a bit jealous of his brother’s ability. He quickly quashed the feeling, however, knowing it was unworthy of a priest of Clarence. 
 
    Joe was soon zipping around the group, but suddenly he appeared to lose balance. His arms started pinwheeling around and he screamed as he fell face first to the ground from his mobile platforms. Luckily, he was only about a foot off the ground when he went down. 
 
    Andrew ran over. “Are you okay? That was a pretty hard fall.” Joe looked up, blood streaming from his nose and a cut above his eye. 
 
    “THAT WAS AWESOME!” he exclaimed. “I’M NEVER WALKING AGAIN!” Balzac shook his head.                             Soon, Joe had a larger platform made, and everyone was sitting on it like a flying carpet. They weren’t moving very fast, but it was still significantly faster than before. At this rate, they could make it to town after a few more days. Balzac smiled contentedly before wrapping his tail around himself and falling asleep. 
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    They made great time thanks to Joe’s metal magic carpet. He was able to gradually increase their speed until they were moving along at an outstanding pace. At the rate he had them moving, Balzac figured they would be there within a day or two if he could keep it up. However, later that afternoon, Joe’s endurance finally gave out. 
 
    “I gotta stop, guys. I’m beat,” Joe panted. He slowed the transport down and gently lowered it to the ground. “And I’m starving. We got any more food?”  
 
     The others quickly shared the rest of their supplies, which Joe devoured. He let an enormous burp escape before rolling over and falling asleep without another word. His metal reformed itself to cover his sleeping form. 
 
    “Well, I guess we’re going to make camp here tonight,” Ray stated. “It seemed like we made it quite a way today. How much further is it, Balzac?”  
 
    “Not far now. If Joe can keep going at that pace, we will be there in a day or two. As an added bonus, he’s getting to train his ability and improve his power as we travel. His control and strength will undoubtedly improve with use,” the squirrel replied with satisfaction. 
 
    “That’s cool. Does it work that way for all of us?” Ray asked. 
 
    “Of course. The more you use your power, the stronger you get. Training and discovering creative uses for your abilities is key!”  
 
    “PRAISE CLARENCE!” exulted Andrew. “I need to heal everyone!” 
 
    “Calm down, dipshit!” Balzac admonished. “It can’t be frivolous use! Especially yours. And quit praying to that heavenly dickhole, while you’re at it. He’s not God, after all!” 
 
    Andrew blanched. “Blasphemy! You take that back you hairy little prick!”  
 
    Andrew started after the squirrel, but Balzac was too quick. The two ran circles around a bewildered Ray and a sleeping Joe. Balzac finally managed to outmaneuver the enraged healer, leaping off Ray’s head straight onto Andrew. He commenced to beating the slacker priest about the head and ears with all his squirrelly might. 
 
    “CLARENCE. IS. NOT. A. GOD. YOU. GIANT. DICK! I. CAN’T. TAKE. YOUR. STUPID. ANY. MORE.”                
 
    Each blow was punctuated by a punch or kick, though none of them did anything to hurt Andrew. It wasn’t until Balzac started scratching and pulling hair that Andrew was fazed by the assault. 
 
    “Ow! Stop it, you little shit-stain! I’m gonna roast you for supper!”  
 
    The two continued their fight until Ray, tired of the stupidity, shot a bolt of fire over their heads. 
 
    “Knock it off! You’re both idiots, and besides, we have bigger problems,” he stated. 
 
    “What?” demanded Andrew and Balzac in unison. 
 
    “We’re out of food! I’m hungry! We need to find some supplies!” 
 
    Andrew’s stomach growled at the comment. Balzac’s let out a little squeak. 
 
    “That could be a problem,” Balzac agreed. “We can look around here. Maybe we’ll find something to eat.”   
 
    The three of them wandered around for a while with little luck. Balzac found some nuts and berries. The guys found nothing.  
 
    After about half an hour, Andrew shouted out, 
 
    “Holy shit! Over here guys! I found the biggest damn eggs I’ve ever seen!”  
 
    Ray and Balzac hurried over to him. “Those are Fire Hen eggs! They’re delicious!” said Balzac excitedly. 
 
    “Let’s take them then!” said Ray. “We need the food!” 
 
    “We have to be careful,” Balzac warned. “The hens are dangerous, but the male is deadly! We need to move fast.” 
 
    “What the hell is a Fire Hen?” Andrew asked distractedly. “By any chance, is it a giant chicken-looking thing? Maybe seven feet tall, five hundred pounds, with flames all over it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Some are bigger though. How did you know?” Balzac asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s like three or four of them over there, heading this way.” 
 
    “Oh, shit! Run!” screamed Balzac. They took off, but the hens were gaining ground. “Just keep running! The hens won’t go far from the eggs!”  
 
    Sure enough, the hens started to slow and turn back to the nests. Balzac sighed in relief. “Just be glad it was only hens…”  
 
    However, Balzac was interrupted by the loudest crow and cackle they’d ever heard.   
 
    “We’re fucked!” screamed Balzac in terror. “That’s a giant Flaming Cock! It’s coming in hard!”  
 
     The guys looked behind them. There was a truly enormous rooster chasing after them, covered in flames. The flapping of its massive wings was throwing heat and fire everywhere. It clanked as it ran, as if made of metal. 
 
    “Holy shit! That is one giant cock!” screamed Andrew. He hit another gear and streaked past Ray. At that point, Ray realized that they were never going to outrun the gigantic beast. He turned to face the Cock head on. 
 
    “What are you doing?” screamed Balzac. “You can’t take on a Cock that big! It will tear you in half!” 
 
    “Someone has to! We can’t let it get us from the rear. We wouldn’t stand a chance against something that size!” he yelled back. 
 
    Ray started calling up his fire to fight the giant cock.  He fired a huge stream at it, to no effect. The giant Flaming Cock was engorged by the flame. It seemed to pulse in time with the roar of the fire. 
 
    “Fire doesn’t work on it!” Balzac screamed. “Don’t let it near you! The heat could make you stroke out!”  
 
    It was too late to run. Fire didn’t bother Ray since his power manifested, but this was different. Fire spewed off it in thick streams, sticking to everything it touched.  With no other way to defend himself, Ray threw his hands up to get ahold of the massive Cock. The monster clenched its beak around his hands, and it appeared that Ray was moments away from being consumed by the huge Cock.   
 
    “Ray!” screamed Balzac. “No. No way! Not going to happen! I’m not going to lose one of my guys to another Cock!” he shouted. The squirrel turned and ran to help the screaming man.  
 
    “Get it off! Get it off!” Ray shrieked. Just then, Balzac charged past him and mounted the Flaming Cock! 
 
    “It burns! The Cock burns! My ass is on fire!” he screamed. 
 
     Ray was in agony; the Cock was tearing him up.  He grabbed hold of the monster’s tongue and twisted, hoping to get it to let go. All he could do we try to keep pushing. Suddenly, the great beast started to struggle. Its eyes started to bulge, and its wings were beating faster and faster. The giant Cock seemed to expand even further, growing larger and larger before his eyes. And finally, after one last great beat, it exploded all over them! The giant Cock blew out all over. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” asked a badly singed Balzac. He had bits of goo from the exploded Cock all over him, as did Ray.  
 
    Andrew came running back, and immediately started chanting prayers to Clarence as he began healing the two victims of the giant Flaming Cock. 
 
    “Did you see that? That Cock blew all over you! How did you do that?” he asked.  
 
    “I think Ray just had another power show up,” said Balzac, out of breath. “Control over the air. Try to blow some of that Cock over there.”  
 
    Ray nodded and focused. He was able to produce a strong enough wind to blow the now limp cock away. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” admitted Andrew, again feeling the sting of jealousy. Also again, he worked to put it aside. “Are those things edible?” he asked.  
 
    Balzac nodded. “While it’s not for everyone, some say that Flaming Cock is the best thing you could ever put in your mouth. Let’s gather the pieces and prepare them. There’s enough Cock here to last us for days!” the squirrel replied with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Hey, are any of the other parts worth anything?” Ray asked. “We could collect them to sell in town if there’s anything valuable. Get us at least a little money to start with.” 
 
    Balzac looked thoughtful for a moment. “Actually, yeah, that’s a good idea. The talons are usually in demand, as are some of the feathers. We won’t be able to carry much, though. At least, not without Joe to keep it together.”   
 
    “I can just go get him,” offered Andrew. “He should have had enough rest by now, and I know he’s gonna be starving.” The other two nodded and started gathering bird bits as Andrew jogged off to get his brother. 
 
    Ray and Balzac occupied their time by gathering up what was left of the enormous avian. Pulling the still-hot, iron-hard feathers out proved to be a difficult task, and removing the talons from the feet had Balzac stumped. 
 
    “These are more valuable if you can remove them, but I just don’t see how we’re gonna do that. Your dagger would barely cut through warm air!” Ray stopped and thought for a second.  
 
    “I’ve got an idea. Have you ever heard of a water-saw?” Balzac looked at him dumbly.  
 
    “Guess not,” Ray said. “Basically, you shoot a very thin stream of water at extremely high pressure and it will cut through nearly anything. I bet I could do the same with air!” he exclaimed. Balzac looked dubious. 
 
    “You think you can cut the claws off…using air?” he asked doubtfully. 
 
    “The principle is sound. I think I can do it,” Ray replied. 
 
    “Well, I think that Cock screwed you up worse than we thought. But, might as well try it. What can it hurt?” responded the squirrel.  
 
    Ray went over to one of the enormous feet. Each talon had to be nearly a foot long. He concentrated and held his hands about eight inches apart. At first, nothing happened. Then, slowly, air started moving in a loop between his outstretched hands. It started spinning faster and faster as Ray improved his focus. Sweat was pouring from his brow as he moved his hands into position over the talon. Sure enough, a thin groove started to appear. Ray took his time, carefully moving his hands across the breadth of the talon. After several minutes of delicate work, the talon fell away. 
 
     Ray sat back, exhausted from his efforts.  
 
    “Dude! That was way harder than I thought it would be,” he admitted. Balzac just stared at him in shock. 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked!” the squirrel exclaimed, dumbfounded. “You’re smarter than you look! Or act!”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m a freakin’ engineer, dumbass! Of course I’m smart! Now give me a minute and I’ll cut the other talons free.”   
 
    It got easier with each attempt. He figured out how to narrow the flow of air and how to keep any from blowing out. Each successive talon came free faster, until they were all stacked in a neat pile. 
 
    “Don’t forget the spurs. You know, the sharp claws on the back of its legs,” reminded Balzac. Ray gave him an annoyed look. 
 
    “I’m from Missouri! I know what rooster spurs are!” he indignantly shouted. “Why don’t you get some of that meat ready to cook? I’m starving, and squirrel stew is starting to sound mighty good!”  
 
    Balzac paused, held up one tiny finger, and stopped. He scampered off to do as he was told. Ray got the spurs cut free and carried the talons over to the pile of feathers. Balzac was busily cleaning the breast. 
 
    Andrew and Joe showed up within a few minutes of Ray finishing up. 
 
    “So, I heard you blew a giant Cock!” greeted Joe. Ray just flipped him off. 
 
    “Somebody had to find us some food, and you sure as hell weren’t doing anything,” he retorted. 
 
    “I was exhausted from flying your ass here! Don’t get snippy with me!” Joe shouted back. Apparently, he was still cranky. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. He didn’t get his nap out!” snarked Andrew. “Are we about ready to cook this thing? I’m hungry!”  
 
    Ray nodded and started a fire in his hand. Balzac, who was pulling the last of the feathers from the enormous chicken breast, looked over. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” he exclaimed, and dove for cover. 
 
    “What are you doing, Nut-Sweat?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “It’s Balzac, dammit! And I’m trying to keep from getting roasted!” the squirrel responded. 
 
    “Chill, small rodent! Nobody’s cooking you…yet,” Ray said with a smirk. “Hey, Joe! Make me a grill, please.”  
 
    “Bam! You’re a grill!” quipped Joe.  
 
    Nobody laughed.  
 
    “Tough crowd,” he muttered under his breath, as he turned the metal from his “magic carpet” into a large grill.                             The three men picked up the meat and placed it on the surface of Joe’s grill. Ray grabbed the metal and started pushing heat through it. Soon, the sound of sizzling meat and the smell of barbecuing chicken filled the air.  Everyone’s mouth was watering by the time it really started to cook, and when Ray pronounced it done, they tucked in with abandon. 
 
    “It could use some sauce, but, damn, this is good!” Joe confirmed. The others were too busy eating to speak. All they could do was make happy noises as they devoured the bird. 
 
    It was getting dark fast, and the four companions decided to set up camp for the night. Joe used his magnetic abilities to create a shelter, Andrew gathered up some wood, and Ray started the fire. However, despite the day’s excitement, none of them were quite ready to sleep yet. 
 
    “Got any stories, Balzac?” Ray asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the squirrel replied with a quizzical look. 
 
    “You know, something for entertainment. We’re not ready to call it a night yet,” Ray explained. Balzac was flustered by the request. 
 
    “I don’t know any stories. Don’t you all have any?” he asked. Surely these nerds must know some good stories.                             The three guys looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “Not really. We all know the same ones, anyway. Tell us something about this world,” Joe suggested. “Like, what’s out there?” 
 
    “I’ve already told you about it, how the world got to be this way. I’ve explained the political situation. What else is there to know?” 
 
    “Well, tell us something else. What about the weird animals and things here?” asked Andrew. Balzac looked thoughtful for a moment before nodding slowly. 
 
    “Well, you’ve already experienced the shark-flies, some zombies, and the Fire Chickens.” The three nodded, leaning in to hear more about the strange land they found themselves in. 
 
    “I really don’t know where to start,” Balzac began. “We have the same animals that you did at home, I’m sure. The portals brought in others; some alien, some from the past. The strange energies pouring through began to mutate plants and animals alike.” 
 
    “What about people? Did the energy affect them, too? Were any aliens or anything brought through?” inquired Ray. 
 
    “Oh yes. It did many strange things and brought in many species. Some friendly, others not. The more…aggressive ones have been very active in carving out their own territories. The more benign visitors usually either set up communities or become part of existing settlements. Most cities here have very diverse populations; human and other. I think you’ll discover that this world is far more dangerous than the one you left behind,” Balzac concluded. 
 
    “You mean the world we were taken from,” said Andrew with an angry look. 
 
    Balzac had the decency to lower his gaze and look ashamed. The squirrel nodded. 
 
    “Yes. The world you were taken from. Like you, the sentient ones didn’t necessarily come over by their own free will. The animals just wandered through, and the plants naturally propagated through the portals as well.” 
 
    “So, what are we looking at? Any other legendary creatures?” asked Joe. “Please tell me there are dinosaurs here! I love dinosaurs! Dragons would be awesome, too!” 
 
    “If by dinosaurs you mean giant reptiles then, yes, there are dinosaurs,” Balzac answered. “Many are dangerous, though some have been domesticated. And yes, there are all sorts of dragons here. But, they are extremely powerful and shouldn’t be approached. Even the kindest are quite temperamental, and are as likely to eat you as speak with you.” 
 
    “Awesome!” whispered Joe. 
 
    “As for the other creatures, well, there are far too many to describe. You will undoubtedly run across more than you wish to in the course of your travels. Hopefully you survive the experience,” Balzac said darkly.  
 
    “We saw zombies. What about vampires, ghosts, and werewolves?” asked Andrew. Joe may have had a thing for dinosaurs and dragons, but Andrew loved the classic horror monsters. 
 
    “Yes. All of those and more. All dangerous. There are other shifters beyond werewolves, too. Lycanthropy spread like wildfire after the accident.” 
 
    “Cool! I hope we get to meet some of them!” replied Andrew excitedly. Balzac paused and looked at him. 
 
    “You heard me say they’re dangerous, right? They will try to kill you.” Andrew just smiled and nodded. Balzac facepalmed. 
 
    “Tell us a little about civilization here. What do people wear? What do they use for money? What can we expect in the towns and cities?” interjected Ray.  
 
    While he was interested in the answers, he mostly wanted to prevent Balzac and Andrew from fighting. Again. Luckily, the distraction worked. 
 
    “Clothing is pretty basic, not unlike what you all were wearing when you got here. It varies enough that you wouldn’t stand out either. People are used to strange visitors. Generally, people use credits or bartering, depending on how large the community is. Some people use coins, but others have a chip inserted in their arms that you can use for credit and debit. That is pretty common and something you all will need to have done.” 
 
    “No way. I’m not letting the Man have a way to track me. Not gonna happen!” Joe said defiantly.  
 
    “The Man?” asked Balzac, confused. Joe nodded. “What man?” 
 
    “The Man! You know, the government! I’m not giving the Man a way to spy on me!” Joe explained. Balzac facepalmed again. 
 
    “What government? There is no solitary ruling government! I’ve explained this to you! I even spoke slowly and used small words! NOBODY CARES ENOUGH TO SPY ON YOU!” Balzac yelled. His eyes were wild and his tiny chest was heaving. 
 
    “Dude, chill! No need to get so excited!” said Andrew, trying to defuse the situation. 
 
    “You people are insane!” shouted Balzac.  
 
    Joe looked at the others and stage whispered, 
 
    “Little guy needs a Prozac or something!” The three men were honestly confused when Balzac stood up and stomped off. 
 
    “Weird. I thought we were having a good time,” remarked Andrew. They all shrugged and went to bed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Balzac was back when everyone woke up the next morning. Cold chicken was eaten, gear was packed, and the metal magic carpet was flying over the countryside in no time. 
 
    “How are we going to keep this meat fresh and safe to eat?” asked Andrew. “I’m really not interested in getting salmonella.” 
 
    “If you’re a healer, priest, or whatever, you should be able to cast a preservation spell on it,” replied Balzac shortly. He was still kind of cranky from last night. 
 
    “Cool! Any idea how I do that?”  
 
    Balzac sighed and shook his head. “How do you heal? How did you squish the zombies? Just focus on what you want, target it, and let it go.”  
 
    Andrew nodded. 
 
    “Almighty Clarence, please bless this food and keep it fresh so we may eat it safely. Prevent it from giving us the runny shits. Amen!” chanted Andrew as he waved his hands over the container of meat.  
 
    His hands began to glow. The food shone briefly, matching the gold of his hands. The process didn’t take long, and Andrew sat back shakily. 
 
    “That should do it!” he said proudly. 
 
    “Why do you insist on praying to Clarence? He’s a douchebag, not a god!” complained the fussy squirrel. Thunder shook the air. Balzac shook his tiny fist at the sky.                             “Oh, shut up! You’re not a god! Just an over powered prick with delusions of grandeur! Piss off!” Thunder rumbled again, and lightning flashed across the clear sky. 
 
    “Um, Balzac? We’re on a hunk of metal flying through the sky. Could you not, you know, get us struck by lightning? I don’t wanna get my ass fried today,” stated Ray nervously. Balzac continued to glare at the sky. 
 
    “Whatever,” he muttered. “He’s still not a god!” Andrew just gave him a knowing smile and stared into the distance. 
 
    “SON OF A BITCH!” yelled Joe. He was staring at his iPhone. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “My battery is almost dead, and I have no signal!” They all looked at him like he was crazy. 
 
    “Dude, I’m pretty sure they don’t have cell phone service here. Why does it matter?” 
 
    “WHY DOES IT MATTER? ALL MY MUSIC IS ON HERE! ALL MY PICTURES ARE HERE! WHAT AM I GONNA DO?” Joe roared in fury. The metal magic carpet started jerking around haphazardly as his concentration broke. 
 
    “Joe, dude, could you maybe land while you throw your fit? We don’t wanna die…,” said Ray evenly, hoping not to set his volatile friend off any more. Andrew was frantically digging through his backpack, praying to Clarence he could find what he was looking for. 
 
    The carpet dropped into a hard landing, and Balzac scurried up Joe to see what the problem was. 
 
    “What is this glowing rectangle?” he asked. “What is its purpose?” 
 
    “It’s my iPhone! It holds my music, and it lets me text and talk to people.” He held it up to his head to demonstrate before showing the intrigued rodent how texting worked. “It has a camera and all my pictures! I wanted to keep a photo-journal of this place!” He started showing Balzac pictures on the phone.  
 
    “That is impressive magic! I’ve never seen anything like that before!” said Balzac with wonder. 
 
    “Do you guys have electricity? You know, like lightning?” Joe asked. Balzac nodded solemnly.  
 
    “Yes, there is a great deal of lightning. Clarence LOVES STRIKING ME WITH LIGHTNING! DON’T YOU, YOU ANAL WART?” Thunder boomed once more. 
 
    “Not that, Nut-sweat! Like maybe a power source, or a plug-in?” Joe asked hopefully. 
 
    Balzac just looked mystified. Joe started to turn red and the metal carpet started to shake and rise. Everyone jumped off quickly. More metal started popping out of the ground, rapidly forming itself into dozens of small balls orbiting Joe. 
 
    “Shit. If we don’t find a way to power that thing soon, he’s going to completely lose it,” said Ray. Balzac hurriedly leapt from Joe to Ray.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” the disturbed squirrel whispered in Ray’s ear. “Is he insane as well as stupid?” Ray shook his head. 
 
    “No. Well, maybe a little, but he has an addictive personality. Once he gets attached to something, it’s hard to get him to let it go. I mean, he kept his blankie until he was seventeen! Andrew shares some of his addictive tendencies too, but he’s not quite as bad,” Ray explained.  
 
    Balzac muttered, “These heroes aren’t only defective and idiotic, they’re insane!” 
 
    “I can hear you, you know,” commented Ray.                              Balzac nodded. “You were meant to.” 
 
    “Oh, thank Clarence! I’ve found it! Here, Joe, this should take care of it.” Andrew tossed his brother another rectangle. “I thought I brought my portable charger! It’s solar powered so it should keep him happy.” 
 
     Joe immediately calmed down when he plugged the phone in and it started charging. “Sweet!” was all he said.                             Everyone climbed back on the carpet and the journey resumed. Joe started playing music on the phone as he steered them through the air, his metal balls orbiting and dancing to the beat. 
 
    “How do people communicate here?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Mostly, they just talk to each other,” replied Balzac. 
 
    “No, like, over a distance. Joe could call anyone in the world with his phone, provided he had their number. Is there anything like that here?” 
 
    “Not really,” Balzac said. “I’ve heard they can do some of that over short ranges in the larger cities, but the same field that prevents high level flight keeps long distance communication from working. I have heard of some magic-users that can do it, but I know of no methods that utilize technology.”  
 
    “What kind of magic-users are there? Actually, what kind of different powers will we see? You said there were aliens and mutants?” asked Ray. The other two guys looked very interested in the answer. Balzac sighed. 
 
    “There are all types of magic users, all a little different. Wizards are the most common. They can cast spells, perform rituals, that sort of thing. While dangerous, they aren’t the most powerful of the group.”                                                         “Warlocks and witches generally make a deal with some sort of powerful entity. They are rare and don’t tend to live long, and they also get all the spells plus some sort of familiar. And Necromancers, well, you’ve seen their work. They take their power from death, and they’re just nasty.” Balzac paused before continuing. 
 
    “As far as enhanced humans and mutants? You’ve got cyborgs. Do you know what those are?” The guys all nodded.  
 
    “Roid-ragers, ragers for short. They get faster and stronger using drugs, but they burn out quickly because of it.”  
 
    “There are also mutants of several types. The Brutes are strong and tough. They’re the most common. Then you’ve got the Flashers, who generally have some sort of energy power. The Zips are fast. The Ments have some sort of mental abilities, telepathy or telekinesis being the most common. There are also elementals like you, Ray, although most only control one element each. But, it seems like you might be able to cover all four!”  
 
    “Healers are extremely rare and extremely valuable, so we’ll have to keep an eye on Andrew. Everyone will want him, and there are those that would try to kidnap him for his power. I imagine they would return him once he starts talking, though. Or kill him.” Andrew glared at the squirrel. 
 
    “I’m right here, you know. You don’t have to talk like I’m not.” 
 
    “I know, but I prefer to pretend you don’t exist. Now, hush. It’s hard to ignore you when you keep talking.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Joe. “Are there a lot of people with magnetism?” Balzac looked thoughtful before shaking his head. 
 
    “No. I’ve never heard of another with your abilities. Hopefully nobody finds you valuable. I’d hate for anything to happen to you.” 
 
    “Wow! Thanks Balzac! That’s the first nice thing you’ve said!” 
 
    “It’s just that I’d hate to lose our transportation. You fat-asses wouldn’t get anywhere without a ride!” Balzac finished. 
 
    “You’re a dick, dude,” Joe said as he flipped the squirrel off, a gesture that Balzac returned with enthusiasm. 
 
    Conversation ended for a while after that. Joe kept them on their magic carpet ride, humming along just far enough off the ground to avoid obstacles. Andrew was “communing with Clarence,” which resulted in loud and obnoxious prayers. Ray was practicing with his fire and air abilities, and was strongly considering blowing Andrew off the carpet. Balzac was curled up, sleeping.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” asked Joe, pointing off to the right of their path. The others all looked where he indicated. There were several large birds gathered in a circle. Every once in a while, they would see a flash of brown fur and hear a squeal of rage and pain. 
 
    “Let’s go check it out,” said Andrew. Joe immediately veered in that direction, causing Balzac to slide across the metallic floor. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” asked the groggy squirrel. 
 
    “There’s something over there, and I want to see what it is,” responded Andrew. Joe landed and the four of them walked towards the group of animals. “Something’s in pain. I can feel it,” reported Andrew. 
 
    “No shit. We can hear it crying out, dumbass,” replied Balzac. “Ray, why don’t you clear them out?”  
 
    Ray nodded and raised his hand. He called up a wind to blow the birds away. They didn’t like the sudden gust and took off, leaving their victim laying out in the open. 
 
    “It’s a bear cub!” shouted Andrew in delight. “It’s so cute!” 
 
    “That’s no bear cub,” said Balzac. “That’s a Snarfuklbear. Leave it alone! Those things are monsters.”  
 
    “But it’s hurt…” complained Andrew. “Nope, I’m saving it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a shame, but there’s nothing more we can do for him. Let’s go guys. He’s already dead, just not smart enough to know it.” With that Balzac started back towards the magic carpet, but he paused when he noticed that the others weren’t following. He shook his head and turned to watch the massacre. 
 
    Andrew slowly approached the small beast. It had vicious spikes sticking through its back paws. The spikes were chained up to stakes in the ground, which prevented the creature from moving. The sounds it made were heartbreaking. 
 
    “Easy, little guy. I’m here to help. Don’t bite me!” His hands started glowing gold as he spoke to the injured creature. It calmed down immediately and started to doze off. Andrew got down on a knee and gently pulled the spikes free, healing the injuries as he pulled them out. “Can I keep him?” he asked as he turned back around.  
 
    Balzac and the others all shook their heads. Andrew looked dejected. He gazed at the odd-looking animal; it had three eyes, two in the normal places and one in the middle of its forehead, and three horns, each above one of the eyes. Reluctantly, Andrew began walking away. 
 
    The three guys and their squirrel guide were nearly back to the metal magic carpet when they heard a sound behind them. The little monster was following Andrew, racing on his tiny legs as fast as they could go to catch up with his savior. 
 
    “Yes!” shouted the delighted healer. He scooped the small creature up and cuddled him, before turning and carrying him to the carpet. 
 
    Balzac was shaking his head as he scurried to the transport. “It will all end in tears!” 
 
    “What should I name him?” asked Andrew. The others just looked at him blankly. “How about…Stubby? Do you like that name? I bet you do!” The Snarfuklbear looked at him adoringly and licked his face. 
 
    “He loves me!” cheered Andrew. 
 
    “He just wants to see what you taste like before taking the first bite,” replied Balzac sardonically. Andrew and Stubby both gave him dirty looks. Stubby growled at him. 
 
    “What? It’s true!” Balzac insisted. “Nobody’s ever tamed one before!”  
 
    “Can you tell us anything about these things? Why are they so dangerous?” asked Ray. “It looks like a teddy bear to me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a teddy bear is, but if it’s a demonic creature that deceives you by looking cute and cuddly before expanding to the size of a rhino and eating your face off, then I guess it’s a good comparison,” explained the squirrel. The critter made a happy face. 
 
    “It does what now?” questioned Joe. 
 
    “It’s an ambush predator. It looks small and helpless before expanding to monster size and eating you. I’ve heard of them killing dinosaurs before. Big ones.” 
 
    Stubby appeared to be grinning and nodding his fuzzy little head. 
 
    “Um, how smart are these things?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Smarter than you all, that’s for sure,” the squirrel jabbed. “He can understand what you’re saying, if that’s what you’re asking. The meaning, if not the words.” 
 
    “Aw, he’s smart and pretty!” gushed Andrew as he stroked his new pet’s fur. He sat and cuddled with the happy looking monster. The others looked at Stubby warily before turning to see where they were headed. Joe lifted the carpet off and they resumed their journey. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “How much further to a town?” asked Joe. He was getting very tired of the wilderness and was looking forward to civilization. 
 
    “At the pace you’re moving, probably mid-day tomorrow. We could make it tonight, but they won’t be very welcoming. Nobody travels at night. It isn’t safe,” replied Balzac. 
 
    “How much further until we make camp?”  
 
    Joe wasn’t really tired, just bored. It was cool flying along on the metal magic carpet and all, but it got boring watching the landscape blur past. 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter,” Balzac said. “If you see a good spot, just set us down. You’ve made good time today.” 
 
    “Cool,” Joe replied. They travelled another half hour or so before finding a sizable clearing with a small creek running through it. Joe set the carpet down, turned it into a shelter, and plopped down on the ground. 
 
    The rest of them finished setting up camp while Joe relaxed. He pulled his Magic cards out, shuffled his favorite deck, and waited for the others to finish so they could play a game. Ray and Andrew finished up quickly and joined their friend. 
 
    “Is that the same game you played when you got here?” inquired Balzac. 
 
    “Yeah, dude. It’s a great game,” said Ray without looking up from the cards. Balzac and Stubby sat there and watched as the boys played. They went on until it was too dark to see, but none of them were willing to play by firelight. They feared accidently losing cards to the fire.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting. I think I’m starting to understand now. Different colored land cards mean you can put out different colored creatures and spells, right?” asked Balzac.  
 
    They all nodded.  
 
    “Each card tells how much damage it can take and give out, and the goal is to kill your opponents?” 
 
     More nods. 
 
    “You wanna try it sometime? We’ve got plenty of extra cards,” offered Andrew. The squirrel nodded. 
 
    “I might, thanks.”  
 
    They decided to call it a night. Everyone was excited to get to a town on the next day. 
 
    However, sleep was interrupted by a thunderous roar. At first they thought it was thunder. Then the smell hit. 
 
    “Dude! Who ripped ass? That’s foul!” complained Joe. Stubby whined and walked to the side of the lean-to, closer to fresh air. Another tremendous fart tore through the night. 
 
    “Sorry, guys. Maybe that chicken didn’t preserve after all,” said Andrew as he clutched his stomach. More gas exited his burning anus as he spoke. 
 
    “Shit, bro! Go wipe or something!” complained Joe. 
 
    “I can’t help it! My stomach just cramped up all of a sudden!”  
 
    “Can’t breathe! Dying!” wheezed Balzac. He didn’t look good. Ray grabbed him and tossed him out of the shelter, and the others followed as quickly as possible. Much to their surprise, they were greeted by the sight of five men facing them. They were tall and pale, and dressed in worn clothing. They smiled at the guys when they came out of the lean-to. Balzac was unconscious on the ground. 
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen. How are you this fine night?” asked the one in the middle. Andrew answered by letting a fart squeal out. 
 
    “We’re good. You?” responded Ray. His intent gaze never left the newcomers. 
 
    He was confused and concerned. Balzac had said that nobody travelled at night, and Andrew’s ass was furiously pumping out noxious gas. This was all starting to feel uncomfortably familiar. The last time that this happened, they ran into the zombies. These guys obviously weren’t zombies, but what were they? 
 
    “We are wonderful. Thank you. There does, however, seem to be a problem,” spoke the leader. 
 
    “What’s up dude?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Your speech is odd. We don’t get many strangers travelling through our territory. I’m afraid you must pay a tithe if you wish to continue your journey,” supplied the leader with mock sadness. 
 
    “What’s a tithe?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “You must pay us to go through our territory,” answered one of the other men. 
 
    “Ummm, we don’t have any money…,” responded Joe. The five men looked at each other and chuckled.  
 
    “We have no need of money. You have something else we require,” added another of the men. Andrew farted loudly. Stubby growled from where he was hiding his nose. One of the strangers looked at him. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with you?” he asked Andrew, as he waved his hand in front of his face. 
 
    “Enough of this!” exclaimed the leader. “We’re hungry, and you will feed us!” 
 
    “Oh, okay. We’ve got plenty of fire chicken left.” Joe turned to grab the meat. “You all need a drink?” 
 
    “Yes! Your blood!” all five men opened their mouths and showed fangs. 
 
    “Holy hairy horse balls! Vampires!” shouted Andrew with another loud blast of gas. “Awesome!”  
 
    His response confused the bloodsuckers. 
 
    “You should be terrified, not excited. Are you stupid or something?” asked one of the vamps. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to meet a vampire!” exclaimed Andrew ecstatically. “Do you guys burn up in the sunlight, or do you sparkle? Please tell me you don’t sparkle. That would suck!” 
 
    “Sparkle? Of course, we don’t sparkle! Please stop your incessant babbling. You’re giving me a headache! I much prefer my meals to be silent!”  
 
    However, Andrew was not to be deterred. Joe and Ray both looked concerned and started to step out to the sides a bit. 
 
    “Can you turn into a bat? I want to see that! Turn into a bat!” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Are you insane? We can’t turn into bats!” said the leader. 
 
    “That would be awesome though,” murmured another, wistfully. That got him a dirty look. 
 
    “What about crosses? Do they bother you? Or garlic? Do you really have to stop and count things if I throw them in front of you?” Andrew was beside himself in excitement. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about! I’m hungry and you’re about to die! I sincerely hope we don’t catch your stupidity from eating you!” said the leader. Stubby didn’t like that much. He stood and growled, moving to stand beside his healer. 
 
    The vampires paid him no heed, splitting up to attack the party. Two went for Ray on the right, two went for Joe on the left, the leader went straight for Andrew. 
 
    Fire lit up the night as Ray roasted the two vampires attacking him. They went up like candles before even taking two steps. 
 
    “Eat my balls!” shouted Joe as his metal orbs started ripping through the two vampires coming for him. Soon there was nothing left but a pulped mess.  
 
    The leader didn’t see any of this, however. His charge was intercepted by an enraged Stubby, who was suddenly enormous. The demonic bear reared up and bit the vampires head clean off, swallowing it whole. He shrunk back to normal size, burped, and lay down at Andrew’s feet, looking up at him adoringly. 
 
    “Dude! We just fought vampires! How awesome is that!” exclaimed Joe. 
 
    “Why did they have to be so mean? They didn’t even answer all my questions!” complained Andrew. 
 
    “Let’s go through their pockets. Maybe they have some loot,” suggested Ray. The others agreed. 
 
    Andrew stepped up to the one Stubby finished off and rifled through his pockets. All he found was lint, an old pocket watch, and a few credits. Joe went over to his opponents. 
 
    “This is nasty! They’re just…goo!” He carefully tried to their find pockets, but all he got was vampire gore all over his hands for his trouble.  
 
    Ray looked at the crispy critters he’d created, shook his head, and walked away. 
 
    “Maybe you should roast these, too. Just to make sure they don’t come back,” said Joe, pointing to the vamps he killed. Ray shrugged and unleashed a torrent of flame at them. The smell was sickening, but it did wake the squirrel up. 
 
    “What happened? Where am I? What’s going on?” he asked, dazed.  
 
    “We totally kicked some vampire ass!” exclaimed Andrew as he sat and petted Stubby. “Who’s a good demon bear? You are! Aren’t you?” he baby-talked to the happy monster. 
 
    “Yeah, you fainted and left us to deal with the freaking bloodsuckers!” accused Joe. 
 
    “I did not faint! I was overwhelmed by the toxic gases he was releasing!” he said, pointing at Andrew, who shrugged. “Now tell me what happened!” he demanded. 
 
    The guys took a little time to tell him of their success against the vampires. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “You three losers took out five vampires in about that many seconds?” The guys nodded proudly.                                           “Impressive.”  
 
    The guys beamed at the compliment. 
 
    “Those must have been the most incompetent vampires of all time!”  
 
    The guys frowned.  
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing Stubby was here to save you. Otherwise I’d be looking for new heroes. I don’t guess you have a taste for adventuring now, do you?” the squirrel asked hopefully. The three guys looked at each other and shrugged. Balzac looked hopeful, then they shook their heads. Balzac looked dejected. 
 
    “Come on! You’ve survived several life-threatening situations! You’re excited about killing the vampires! You’ve already made the world safer for travelers!”  
 
    Again, they declined. 
 
    “GAH! SCREW YOU, CLARENCE! EVEN WHEN THEY SHOW A TOUCH OF COMPETENCE, THEY SCREW IT UP!”  
 
    Thunder rolled across the sky. Balzac flipped it off and went back to the lean-to. The others joined him and soon dropped off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Civilization was…disappointing. 
 
    “This place is a shitstain!” observed Ray. It really was. The buildings were dilapidated, it was dirty, and it smelled terrible. 
 
    “People actually live here?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “What did you guys expect? Giant buildings? Fancy shops?” They all nodded. Balzac facepalmed.  
 
    “It’s a small farming community, and clearly there are very few luxuries. These people are dirt poor. We’re just stopping to introduce you to the people here, so you can see what the world is all about.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to guilt us into doing what you want, aren’t you?” sighed Ray. 
 
    “Look, these people are desperate. Even defective heroes like you could do a great deal of good. Can’t you even consider it?” he implored. 
 
    “We’ll see. If we can help without putting ourselves in danger, we will consider it,” answered Ray. Balzac recognized that he wasn’t going to get anything better and dropped it. 
 
    “You might want to get your pet monster to stay out here. He’ll cause a panic if you take him into town,” the squirrel advised.  
 
    Andrew didn’t like the idea, but reluctantly agreed. Stubby nodded his cute little demonic head and trundled off into the woods. 
 
    “What if I can’t find him later?” Andrew worried. 
 
    “Don’t worry, he’ll find you. You couldn’t lose him if you tried,” Balzac assured him. They started walking the rest of the way into town. 
 
    They had agreed to hide their abilities when they went in, seeing as they didn’t want to attract any undue attention. Joe brought various bits of metal with him, hidden on his person. They brought the bags of fire chicken parts to try to sell, as well. But, Balzac had small hopes for that, knowing the populace was poor. 
 
    There was a lone guard house beside the gate on the road leading into town. The gate seemed out of place since there was no wall around town. Guarding the gate was the strangest creature any of them, including Balzac, had ever seen. 
 
    It was a man, around six and a half feet tall, weighing at least three hundred pounds. He was wearing boots, a shirt with the sides cut out, short shorts with suspenders, and the remains of a cowboy hat. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” asked Balzac. The guys just looked at him in confusion. 
 
    “Who’re you’n?” the large man asked.  
 
    “What?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Who’re you’n?” he asked with more force. 
 
    “Umm, I’m Ray. This is Andrew and Joe,” Ray replied. “Uhh, who are you?” 
 
    “Ah’m Burp. Why ya has a rat?” asked Burp. 
 
    “It’s a squirrel. His name’s Balzac.”  
 
     Burp looked confused. “Why ya name a rat after ya’re nuts?”  
 
    “We didn’t. Can we go into town?”  
 
     Burp scratched himself. “I na’ know. I jus’ stand’n here.” 
 
    “You aren’t guarding the gate?” Andrew cocked his eyebrows as he assessed this huge, strangely dressed man.  Burp looked at them stupidly. 
 
    “Why gurd a gate when thar no wall?” Burp asked. Balzac facepalmed. 
 
    “My morons just got schooled by another moron,” the squirrel said sadly.  
 
    The group waved goodbye at Burp and walked into the town. There weren’t many people around, but those they could see were busy working. All of them gave the group suspicious looks. 
 
    The town was pretty small with maybe a couple dozen buildings total. Some of them seemed empty, and all of them were run down. 
 
    “So where do we go? Do we need to check in somewhere,” asked Joe. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “No, we’ll just look for the tavern. We can get information there, and maybe find a way to make some money.” Balzac guided the companions through the streets until they got to the biggest building in town, the Creep’n Crud. 
 
    “This looks…sanitary,” observed Andrew with a grimace as they walked in.  
 
    There weren’t many people in there. A few sat at a dirty table in one corner. One or two were leaning on the bar sipping drinks. A tired, bored looking waitress was wandering around with a broom. The bartender scowled at the group as they entered. 
 
    “Are you the morons that got outsmarted by Burp at the gate?” he asked. The drinkers are the bar laughed. The crew at the table just looked at them with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Pretty much,” admitted Ray. 
 
    “Whadda ya want?” asked the bar-keep.  
 
    “Information. We have some goods to sell. Anyone buying?” 
 
    “Depends on what you have.” 
 
    “Talons and feathers from a giant, flaming Cock,” stated Ray. 
 
    “Where in blazes would you get that?” 
 
    “From the bird we killed,” replied Joe. Ray and Andrew gave him a dirty look. He hadn’t even been awake for that. 
 
    “You expect me to believe you dipshits can kill a monster, but you can’t outsmart the village idiot? What do you take me for?” sneered the barman. 
 
    “Look, do you know someone that will buy them or not?” asked Ray before Andrew could speak. 
 
    “Let me see what you’ve got,” the man said begrudgingly. The guys opened up the case. The man’s eyes widened in surprise at the quality of the goods the boys were trying to sell. 
 
    “What a bunch of junk! I might give you a couple bits for them, but that’s about it,” he offered. Balzac sputtered indignantly. 
 
    “Those are pristine, you crook! They’re worth more than this dump you call a tavern!” hollered the irate squirrel. 
 
    “You brought a rodent in my place? Why would you do that?” growled the barman. 
 
    “To spruce it up? Maybe add some class? Not like this place would pass a health inspection anyway!” added Andrew.               
 
    “Get outta here! I don’t wanna see your faces in my place again!” the barman roared. “If I see you around, I’ll call the guard!”  
 
    “Why don’t you go shag another sheep, you rancid goat turd!” screamed the now furious Balzac. Ray had to hold the angry squirrel to keep him from attacking. 
 
    “That’s it! I’m done with you!” The barman grabbed a rope near the wall. The gang heard a bell start to ring out. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Andrew. “That can’t be good. Maybe we should leave.” 
 
    “NOT ‘TIL I FEED THIS THIEF HIS BALLS!” screamed Balzac. The men at the bar stood and started pulling out weapons.  
 
    “Screw it! Light them up, boys!” Balzac shouted. He had a smug grin on his face, but it faltered when he saw the boys standing there, unmoving. 
 
    “Guys? They’re going to beat the shit out of you if you don’t do something!”  
 
    They looked at each other and nodded. Balzac smiled again, expecting to see hell unleashed on the uppity barkeep and his friends. 
 
    “Look, we don’t want any trouble, dude,” started Ray. The three guys raised their hands. “We, uh, surrender and shit.” 
 
    “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? RAY! BLOW THEM WITH YOUR MIGHTY WIND! JOE! MAKE THEM TASTE YOUR BALLS OF FURY! ANDREW! Actually, you’re worthless. Just stand there! GET THEM!”  
 
    “Dude, chill out. We aren’t fighting these people,” stated Joe. 
 
    “Why not?” whined Balzac. “He tried to cheat you!” he stomped his little squirrel foot on Ray’s shoulder.                             The door swung open and the guard entered. They surrounded the friends and started crowding them in. 
 
    “Take them out guys! They threatened me and my bar! And watch out for their rodent!” advised the barman. “I think it’s rabid. You should probably put it down.”  
 
    “I am not rabid!” screamed Balzac indignantly.  
 
    Ray and the brothers started to turn and face the guards, but they took it as an aggressive action and cudgeled all three boys to the ground, knocking them out instantly. One of the guards grabbed Balzac and shoved him in a sack. As he was stuffed in, he heard the barman speak. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just keep the crap they tried to sell me, to compensate for emotional damages.” 
 
    “Nope, that goes to the guard house. It’s evidence,” replied the lead guard. The barman started a weak protest, but Balzac couldn’t hear anymore as the sack squashed him. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Andrew came to slowly. His head was pounding, and he had a sharp pain at the base of his fingernail. 
 
    “Ooow, my head! What’s going on? Why are you biting my finger?!?” he asked groggily. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to wake you for forever!” Balzac urgently informed him. “I know you don’t have enough brains to be hurt too bad. You need to heal everyone, so we can get out of here!” 
 
    “Quit yelling dude! I feel like I’m gonna puke, and the world keeps spinning.” Andrew sat up slowly, holding his head in his hands. “Gonna hurl!” he managed to say. And he did. All over the agitated squirrel. 
 
    “GAK!” Balzac gagged.  
 
    Andrew’s hands began to glow as he healed the damage done to his head. “Thank Clarence! I never would’ve thought being a healer would be a good thing.” He then went over and started healing his friends, while Balzac stood there and dripped puke on the floor. Within moments, the other two guys were awake and alert. 
 
    “Dude! Why’d you puke in here Balzac? That’s nasty!” Ray covered his nose as he started a breeze to blow the stink away. 
 
    “Andrew puked on me! I’m the victim here!” The squirrel sighed exasperatedly. “Why didn’t you fight back?! You could’ve taken those guys out, no problem!” 
 
    “Dude! They’re just people! You said they were poor and ignorant. No reason to hurt anyone for that,” stated Ray. 
 
    “Yeah, but those guards? I’m beating their asses! No reason to club us in the head either!” Joe shouted back. Balzac nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Hey! Where’s all our stuff?” asked Andrew, looking around. 
 
    “If they messed with my decks, I’ll tear this place apart!” warned Joe. 
 
    “Could we just get out of here? I’d like to wash this crap off,” asked Balzac. 
 
    “I’ll help you out,” offered Ray. He blasted the squirrel with air, getting most of the chunks off. 
 
    “Thanks. I think I swallowed some, though.”  
 
    The guard house was small, with only one large cell. The friends were the only ones currently incarcerated and there were no guards to be seen. 
 
    “Does anyone see any keys?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Why bother? You could melt the bars. Joe could rip them out with his magnetism. You don’t need the keys!” Balzac pointed out. 
 
    “Destruction of property is not cool, dude!” said Joe. “What happens if they encounter real bad guys and we tore up the jail? They’d be screwed. There’s always a better way.” 
 
    “These people assaulted you, tried to steal from you, and you don’t want to fight back? What’s wrong with you? You fought the monsters without any problem!” Balzac stated.  
 
    “Sorry, we aren’t all blood-thirsty squirrels. These aren’t monsters, and we don’t want to hurt people! Anyway, I bet I can open the lock without keys. Watch this!” Joe extended his hand and focused. They could hear the mechanism jiggle around in the lock, and the door opened with a soft click. 
 
    “Awesome, dude!” praised Andrew. They each gave Joe a high five. Balzac scurried out of the cell to the only door in the building, where he pressed his ear to the wood and listened intently. 
 
    “There are several guards in the next room talking,” he informed them. “Be ready!” 
 
    The guys crowded around the door and opened it as silently as possible. What they saw in the room horrified them. Their backpacks were messily scattered around, and their precious decks of Magic cards were littering the floor, some dog-eared and bent. As they looked more closely, they saw one of the six guards messing with Joe’s iPhone. Music suddenly blared forth from the little machine, causing the guard to drop it in surprise. He then proceeded to grab his cudgel and smash it to bits. 
 
    “MY PHONE! YOU KILLED MY PHONE! YOU SON OF A BITCH!” Joe stormed into the room, a metal storm raging around him. In the blink of an eye, all the guards were pinned to the walls, being held in place by the metal controlled by the furious Joe. The iPhone murdering guard had a band around his neck and was slowly turning colors. 
 
    “Dude! You’re gonna kill him! Stop!” pleaded Ray. Joe relented slightly but didn’t release the guards. 
 
    “I should rip him to pieces! HE. KILLED. MY. PHONE!”  
 
    “I know. It’ll be okay! Everything was backed up on the cloud, right?”  
 
    Joe nodded.  
 
    “See, it’s cool then! Put them down. Actually, can you put them in the cell? That way we could get out of here without them raising the alarm.” Joe cooperated and moved the terrified guards into the cell, locking the door behind them. 
 
    “Dicks!” he spat as he walked away. 
 
     Ray and Andrew were busily gathering their belongings, complaining bitterly about the state of their cards. 
 
    “I’m beginning to agree with the asshole squirrel,” said Andrew darkly. “My cards are all messed up!” 
 
    “Yeah, burning this shit hole town is starting to feel like a great idea!” concurred Ray. Balzac looked stunned. 
 
    “So, they can insult you, steal from you, injure you, and lock you up for no reason and it’s okay. But if they damage your precious cards you’re ready to destroy everything?” 
 
    The three slackers stopped, looked at each other, shrugged, and nodded. 
 
    “Pretty much. Insults don’t hurt anyone, wounds heal, and they really can’t lock us up. But cards can’t be replaced, dude!” 
 
    “WORST. HEROES. EVER!” Balzac yelled as he threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “Can we just leave now?” asked Ray. The guys had gathered their belongings. Joe even took the pieces of his shattered phone. 
 
    “What about the talons and feathers?” asked Balzac. “We need those if you want any money.” They searched around the guard house, but to no avail.  
 
    “I’ll ask the guards,” offered Joe. They cowered to the back of the cell as he walked into the room. 
 
    “Where’s the rest of our stuff?” Joe glared down at the guards menacingly. They just stared back at him in terror, not encouraged by the fact that he had his metal balls orbiting his head. “You better tell me or I’m gonna smack you around with my mighty balls!” 
 
    “Umm, stolen. Sir. The valuables were taken as we transported you here. We left them in the tavern. They were gone when we got back,” answered one of the guards timidly. 
 
    “Did you search the place? That dickhole bartender sure wanted them bad enough!” The guards all shook their heads. 
 
    “We looked! The bartender was beat up pretty bad, and he said someone else took them. We suspected it was some of the other guys that were in there before.” 
 
    “Any idea where they went?” asked Joe.  
 
    “Not really. There are reports of bandits in the woods, but we don’t go out there. Too dangerous.”  
 
    Joe left the room and reported his findings. 
 
    “Guess they’re gone then.” Ray shook his head dejectedly. Balzac also looked dismayed, and was sure there was no way the guys would want to fight to regain their items now. 
 
    “I don’t know… Maybe we should try to find them?” suggested Andrew. Balzac looked at him in shock, but he recovered quickly. 
 
    “Yes! You should!” the squirrel agreed, nodding his head rapidly. 
 
     “Yeah, those guys looked shitty! Taking our stuff while we were knocked out isn’t cool either. We should go after them,” added Joe. Balzac did a happy dance. 
 
    “Whatever. If that’s what you guys want. Majority rules,” complied Ray. 
 
    “YES!” shouted Balzac, excited they were finally acting heroic. They all gave him a strange look. “What? We should get going.” 
 
    “Any idea how to track the package?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Nope. I figure we try to find the bandits,” the squirrel said reasonably. “If we find them, we find the stuff they stole. Who knows, we may even discover more stuff that could help the people around here!” 
 
    “Quit fluffing our balls. We already said we were going after them. Can we get out of here now?” grumbled Ray. 
 
    They made their way out the door slowly and carefully. Night had fallen while they were stuck in the cell, making it easier for them to sneak out of town. The only light visible was from the tavern. Everyone else seemed to be asleep. In a farm town like this, it was likely that they were up and down with the sun. 
 
    The group started walking out of the town, figuring they had it made. They were just walking past the tavern and heading for the edge of town when they heard someone raise the alarm. They looked behind and saw the guards, all fully armed and charging after them. 
 
    “How did they get out of jail?” demanded Balzac. 
 
    “Did you think to search them for the keys when you threw them in the cell?” Ray asked Joe. 
 
    “Oops! My bad…” 
 
    “RUN!” yelled Andrew. Balzac scampered up Ray’s leg as they took off. The noise brought people out of the tavern, and they witnessed the group running for the edge of town, joined by the guards in hot pursuit. 
 
    “SHIIIIIIIT!” screamed Balzac as more and more people joined the manhunt. The boys picked up speed, dodging around people and obstacles in their way. They had just passed the edge of town with a mob on their tails when an enormous roar shook the air. 
 
    Stubby, in his full monstrous form, came charging out of the night. The townspeople, recognizing the threat, reversed course in a hurry. Joe took this opportunity to reform the metal magic carpet. They all hopped on, including Stubby, who was shrinking as he joined them, and took off into the night. Naturally, Andrew immediately started praising his fuzzy friend. 
 
    “That went well,” said Ray. “Do you have any clue how to find these bandits, or do you expect us to just wander the woods hoping to get lucky?” 
 
    “I’d say we get some distance from that settlement, find another, and then start asking questions. That’s what we would do in-game, anyway,” suggested Joe. Balzac stared at him in surprise. 
 
    “That’s exactly what we should do! How did you come up with that?” 
 
    “We’ve been chased out of plenty of towns in our RPG sessions. Typically, we just find another one and do what I just said. It makes sense,” replied Joe. 
 
    “So, is that what you usually do in your games? Let people take advantage of you, then run you out of town?” 
 
    “Nah. Depends on what alignment we’re playing. Evil characters usually destroy large portions of the town. Good or neutral ones generally have some sort of misunderstanding. Either way, that’s how our adventures usually start.” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you that this is just like living out your game?” asked the squirrel. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty messed up,” Joe agreed. “I’d have never picked a talking squirrel for a dungeon master. Especially one that obviously doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing.” Balzac sputtered in outrage at the comment. 
 
    “What do you mean I don’t know what I’m doing? You all are making this more difficult than it has to be! I’ve guided you exactly right! It’s not my fault you refuse to cooperate every step of the way!” 
 
    “Relax, scrotum, I’m just screwing with you! We want to get our stuff back so we can make some cash, but we still aren’t into the whole hero biz. Looks like you’re stuck as a squirrel for the long haul!” Joe said with a smile. Balzac stormed away, cursing the boys, Clarence, and life in general. 
 
    “Hey! What’s that up there?” Andrew was pointing ahead of them at a small house. There were a couple outbuildings around it as well. 
 
    “Well genius, it appears to be a farm-house. The flickering light you see is torch-light. Those other buildings likely have chickens and, possibly, other livestock,” explained Balzac slowly, exaggerating it as if speaking to a child. 
 
    “No shit, taint-hair. I meant the two large lumps nearby,” replied Andrew. 
 
    “Oh. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Joe, can you take us over there?” asked Andrew. Joe nodded and headed that way. The larger lump turned out to be a cow, badly injured. Andrew immediately jumped off the metal magic carpet and knelt near the suffering beast. 
 
    “Do you really have to heal every animal you see?” complained Balzac. Joe looked down at him. 
 
    “You might want to think before you ask that question little dude.” Balzac looked at his fuzzy hands. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Good point. I forgot.”  
 
    Just then, the smaller lump turned and groaned weakly. Andrew ran over and shouted, “Guys, it’s a man. Get over here! He’s hurt bad!” He immediately started healing the badly injured farmer, while the rest of them gathered around quickly. A few minutes passed, and the man started to recover. 
 
    “Sir, can you tell me what happened?” asked Andrew softly. 
 
    “Bandits… bandits came out of nowhere. They stabbed the cow, attacked me. They’re in my house!” The farmer’s eyes were wide and he was frantic. “My wife and kids are in there!”  
 
    At that moment, the door burst open. Three small kids were flung through the door, screaming and crying. A woman was pushed out behind them. Soon, seven men poured out behind the frightened family, laughing. One of the men backhanded a young boy as he tried to defend what was obviously his mother. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” said Ray. “That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Are you going to burn them down?” asked Balzac. Ray sat on the ground beside the squirrel and shook his head. 
 
    “Nope. Andrew’s gonna kick their asses. He doesn’t hold with people abusing women and children.” 
 
    “Andrew? The healer? But there’s six of them!” 
 
    “Seven, actually. But don’t worry. You’ll see,” Ray answered confidently. “Andrew is a black belt in several different martial arts. His parents made each of the boys learn some physical skills. Joe wrestled, but he was a much better fencer.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” said Balzac. 
 
    “It means he’s very dangerous when he’s angry. Right now? He’s pissed!”  
 
    Andrew stalked towards the men, his rage apparent in his stance. 
 
    “HEY! DICK BAGS!” he yelled as he approached, “COME GET YOUR WHOOPIN’!” The bandits stopped laughing, and one of them stepped up to him. 
 
    “Maybe you should mind your business, boy!” he sneered. Andrew responded with a straight punch to the villain’s nose, dropping him instantly. That got the attention of the rest of the bandits. They swiftly charged in to defend their fallen comrade.  
 
    Andrew didn’t waste time on banter, instead saving his breath for the punishment he was dealing out. One man swung wildly at his head. Andrew ducked the punch and responded with a devastating blow to the jaw, shattering it instantly.  
 
    The other five came in more cautiously, not that it did them any good. Andrew was a whirlwind of destruction, dropping men left and right. He dropped the last one with a kick to the balls that made all of the men present wince.  
 
    “Assholes,” he spat as he walked away.  
 
    “The dullard is actually a skilled fighter…,” murmured Balzac incredulously. 
 
    “Yep. You should see Joe with a sword. It’s poetry, man, pure poetry,” replied Ray. “Do you think those are the same douche canoes that stole our stuff at the tavern?” 
 
    “Could be. Maybe you should question them,” replied the squirrel. Ray nodded. 
 
    Andrew was busy healing and comforting the woman and her children, while Joe was binding the bandits with pieces of metal, making sure they couldn’t move their hands or feet. 
 
    “Hey Andrew, I know you’re pissed at these guys, but you’re gonna have to heal them up some, too. You messed them up pretty bad,” pointed out Joe. “That was awesome, by the way. Good job, bro!” Andrew inclined his head in acknowledgement, and reluctantly moved over the heal the bandits. 
 
    “I’ll help them some, but I’m leaving them in pain. You don’t smack women and kids. Not cool!”  
 
    The farmer rejoined his family and watched Andrew, awe apparent in all their faces. 
 
    “Thank you so much! You saved us!” said the farmer’s wife. 
 
    “No biggie, glad I could help,” responded Andrew with a shrug. The group then gathered up next to the downed bandits. 
 
    “So, what are we gonna do with these shit bags?” asked Joe. 
 
    “No idea. But first we need to ask them a few questions. I think they’re the same ones we saw in the tavern earlier, and I bet they either have our stuff or know where to find it,” replied Ray. 
 
    “We ain’t talking,” claimed one of them. 
 
    “Yeah, you will,” stated Ray with certainty. “Hey, farmer dude. Can we use your barn over there to have a chat with this bung-hole?” The farmer nodded. Joe pulled the now worried bandit to his feet and walked him to the barn.  
 
    “Stubby, can you watch these guys?” asked Andrew. The demon-bear chuffed happily and walked over to sit by the remaining bandits. Ray, Andrew, and Balzac joined Joe by the barn. 
 
    “How do you plan on getting him to talk?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Are you going to torture him?” asked Balzac warily. 
 
    “No! What’s wrong with you?” Andrew said with disgust. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got a plan,” Ray assured. “You guys remember that song, Mississippi Squirrel Revival?” Andrew and Joe nodded with grins one their faces. Balzac looked mystified. 
 
    “I’m not going to like this, am I?” asked Balzac. 
 
     “Just play along. Don’t speak, and act vicious,” replied Ray with a smirk. The three guys walked in the barn with their befuddled squirrel. 
 
    “Nothing you can do will make me talk!” shouted the bandit defiantly. 
 
    “I think you’re wrong. Joe, strap down his pant legs please,” said Ray. Joe complied. 
 
    “I know you’ve got a healer! I’m gonna tell my crew! They’ll come kill you two and take him! Healers are worth twice their weight in credits!” the bandit blustered. Ray brought out his secret weapon. Balzac. 
 
    “Do you like squirrels?” he began. The bandit looked confused and shook his head. “This one is especially nasty. It’s a vicious little critter.” He held Balzac over towards the bandit.  
 
    Balzac flexed his little claw and said, “Growl!”  
 
    Andrew face-palmed. Joe just shook his head and muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s terrifying,” deadpanned the bandit. Ray shook the rodent a little. 
 
    “He’s not much now, but just wait. You see, squirrels don’t like to be confined. They go nuts.” 
 
    “Growl, growl!” Balzac hissed, baring his tiny little teeth. 
 
    “They’ll start scratching and biting, just going crazy.” Ray moved closer to the bandit. He stood the villain up and grabbed the back of his trousers. “Just imagine what one of these things would do in your pants. I bet he goes right for the ol’ twig and berries, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” the bandit replied, with something approaching fear on his face. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I would. I haven’t used the Mississippi Squirrel method in ages. It’s a lot of fun and extremely effective,” answered Ray. He pulled the back of the man’s pants open wide and lowered Balzac near the opening. Balzac started gagging and waving his little paws. He was shaking his head frantically. Ray was nearly overwhelmed with the smell of unwashed ass from his vantage point. He could only imagine what it was like for the squirrel so close to ground zero. He smirked at the thought. 
 
    “You…you aren’t really going to put that animal in my pants, are you?” the bandit asked. 
 
    “Depends on how talkative you feel. I think the little guy looks hungry. I can tell he’s got the scent now. No telling what kind of damage he would do,” warned Ray with a chilling grin. Andrew and Joe both turned away and struggled not to laugh. Balzac was coughing and gagging, begging with his eyes not to be dropped in the stink hole. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll talk! You sick bastard, just don’t shove the squirrel down there!” Balzac looked so very relieved. 
 
    “You better have something worthwhile to say. I have to admit, I’m almost hoping you don’t. I’d like to see what he can do.” The squirrel glared at Ray. 
 
    “We took your stuff, okay? It’s in the house!” admitted the bandit. 
 
    “Where’s your base?” asked Ray. 
 
    “What? Why do you want to know that?” demanded the bandit. 
 
    “None of your concern. Just answer the question.” He lowered Balzac just a bit, so the bandit could feel his fur against his lower back. Balzac nearly puked. 
 
    “Southeast, near Sedli! In the woods! Please keep the squirrel away!” the bandit begged. 
 
    “How many of you are there? What are they doing there?” demanded Ray. 
 
    “I don’t know! Hundreds? We steal things, kidnap people, sell them as slaves. Please, keep it away!” 
 
    “You sell people?! You sick bastard!” Ray was so infuriated he forgot himself, letting go of the poor squirrel. 
 
    Balzac fell into the bandit’s pants. Joe lunged over, grabbed the hem and held it closed. The bandit’s eyes bulged as Balzac went berserk, desperate to escape the rancid stench. All the guys could see was the bulge that was Balzac, running rampant throughout the bandit’s pants. He was hacking and growling, and the bandit screamed shrilly before passing out. At this point, Joe finally released his grip on the man’s pants, releasing the irate squirrel.  
 
    Balzac was covered with…questionable material. He staggered around before stopping and puking. When he was done, he looked up at Ray and Joe. 
 
    “Why?” he pleaded. “Why would you do that? That was the worst smell…” he puked again. Andrew was rolling on the ground laughing. Joe nearly peed himself. 
 
    “My bad. I got pissed and accidentally let go of you,” stated Ray. 
 
    “Your bad, huh?” questioned the squirrel. “And you! What’s your excuse?!”  He looked over at Joe. 
 
    “I just thought it would be funny!” he guffawed, before falling to the ground laughing. 
 
    “You thought it would be funny?!” shrieked the squirrel. He ran over and assaulted Joe’s face, punching, scratching, and kicking. “I ran through his nasty ass-crack! I had to squirm around his nuts! Do you have any idea how bad that smelled?” he screamed. Joe could only nod his head. He couldn’t catch his breath to speak due to laughing so hard.  
 
    “ASSHOLES!” Balzac stormed out of the barn, or tried to. He had to squeeze underneath the door, robbing the moment of its dignity. 
 
    “Harsh, dude,” stated Ray, as Joe stood up and fist-bumped him. 
 
    “Yeah, but it was hilarious!” Joe was still wiping tears from his eyes. 
 
    “That was classic!” agreed Andrew. “I’m not sure he’s going to forgive you for that, though!” The other two men shrugged. They exited the barn to see Balzac trying to wash himself in a bucket. 
 
    “You okay little dude?” asked Ray. Balzac flipped him off. 
 
    The three friends walked off to check on the farmer and his family again. 
 
    “Are you guys alright?” asked Andrew. The farmer nodded. 
 
    “Thanks to you. Is the man in the barn dead? We heard screaming…” Ray shook his head. 
 
    “Nope. I really didn’t even hurt him. Just scared him a bit. I hate to ask you this, but we’re new around here—” 
 
    “Yes, we can tell,” the farmer cut in. “You came through a portal?”  
 
    The guys all nodded.  
 
    “We will take care of the bandits,” the farmer told them. “I’ll send one of the kids to fetch the guards in the morning. We took the liberty of, um, relieving them of their money and weapons. It’s all yours, of course,” he offered. Andrew shook his head. 
 
    “No way, dude. You keep it. They stole something from us in the tavern, though. Is it here?” The farmer nodded and sent his children to bring the bags out. 
 
    “We can’t possibly keep all of this money,” the farmer insisted. “Can we split it? We owe you everything!” Reluctantly, Andrew agreed to this arrangement.   
 
    They ended up with several small pouches full of credits. “It isn’t much, but it will help you start out. I wish we could do more. Of course, you’re welcome to sleep here tonight, and we will give you some food for your journey. I assume you don’t want to meet up with the guards?” 
 
    “No, we’ve met. We need to get a move on anyway, but we’ll accept your offer. We’ll crash here tonight and head out first thing in the morning. We really appreciate your hospitality,” replied Andrew fervently. With that settled, they all went to bed. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Balzac was still grumpy the next morning. They’d left the same time the farmer’s son headed into town, figuring there was no way they’d cross paths with the guards that way. The guys coaxed Balzac over to take a look at their haul from the bandits as Joe flew them along. 
 
    “Not bad. You can buy some decent clothes and a few supplies with that, though nothing too fancy. But, it’s still more than I’d expect those bandits to have. Their crew must be pretty successful for thugs like that to be carrying that kind of cash,” noted Balzac. 
 
    The squirrel was much cleaner at this point. His impromptu bath had improved his mood, and Ray heating the water for him had helped as well. 
 
    “Okay, you dipshits have proven you can fight.” The squirrel then looked at Ray. “Well, except for you, Ray. Can you do anything?”  
 
    Ray shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, I get by on my charm and good looks.”  
 
    “Oh really? I’m shocked you’ve survived this long,” the squirrel jabbed. “Anyway, you seemed to enjoy helping that family back there.”  
 
    They all nodded.  
 
    “And you still don’t want to be professional adventurers?”  
 
    They nodded.  
 
    “You do want to be adventurers?”  
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “Which one is it? You people make no sense!” 
 
    “Let me say it simply, one last time,” started Ray. “We have no interest in travelling around looking for fights. We don’t care about glory. We just want to live our lives. If someone screws with us or people around us, well, we’ll do something about it. That’s it though,” he said firmly. 
 
    “Then what, exactly, do you intend to do with your lives? You can’t go home without earning your way through adventure. Andrew is the only one with really valuable skills, which still blows my mind. How are you going to get by?” demanded Balzac. The guys just shrugged. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. Now, I have a question for you,” said Ray. Balzac nodded. 
 
    “What if we did what you asked? What if we became adventurers, but turned bad? I’d bet, between the three of us and Stubby—” Stubby looked up at his name and gave his best demon-bear smile— “we could probably take over quite a bit of territory. I’d imagine we could attract quite a following, don’t you think? Andrew could convert a lot of people to worshiping Clarence with his abilities. We could turn our adventures into a holy crusade to rid the land of evil, and people wouldn’t realize we were the bad guys until it was too late. People would be safe under our rule, but they sure as hell wouldn’t be free. What would you do then?” Ray prompted. Balzac held up a finger, opened his mouth, and then closed it. 
 
    “I…I…I don’t know. I never thought about it. You all were chosen because you seemed to be good. Not especially smart, but you always tried to help people, even in your silly games. Is that what you plan on doing? Are you going to take over?” asked Balzac. He looked very concerned. 
 
    “Not planning on it, but you never know. There’s an old saying back home, “Power corrupts,” and you’ve given us a lot of power,” Ray pointed out. 
 
    “Is that why you don’t want to become adventurers?”  
 
    “That’s part of it, I guess,” added Joe. “The truth is we don’t like to hurt anyone, and we don’t want to get hurt. All of us went to school to get jobs where we could help people. I can create new ways for people to work and communicate, Ray can make sure their buildings are safe, and Andrew could help them feel better. This world needs our help, but not necessarily in the way you were thinking. My schooling may not transfer well, but with my powers I can help Ray build whole cities. We can help keep people safe without chasing after fortune and glory.”  
 
    Balzac looked stunned. 
 
    “I never thought of you using your abilities for any other purpose than fighting,” the squirrel admitted. “I just don’t know what to say. I’m stuck with you no matter what happens, so I guess we just have to see where things take us. Maybe I should stop bothering you about running around righting wrongs. Maybe you can do it from a home base,” he said thoughtfully. The guys nodded.  
 
    “But you have to understand, your power will attract attention. People will want what you have. If you build a strong city, people will want to take it from you. This land is not peaceful like your homeland. Civilization changed when those idiots started Tesla’s tower. It’s survival of the fittest. As powerful as you all are, there are always going to be some people you just can’t beat. What happens to the people under your protection when that happens? You will, literally, attract danger to yourselves and those around you.” The boys looked at each other, shocked. 
 
    “We never thought of that. I guess we all thought we could just settle somewhere, help people out, and not have to fight for our lives all the time. Maybe we were wrong…” said Ray softly. 
 
    “Look, we don’t have to decide anything right now. This conversation is getting way too deep. Let’s just play it by ear for now. Who knows, we could be dead by the end of the day anyway!” said Andrew, cheerfully. Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    They flew on in silence for a while. Balzac napped, cuddled up to Stubby. The boys were all lost in their own thoughts, until Joe noticed a change in the landscape. 
 
    “Guys check out the trees and plants,” he said. They all started looking around. The trees were huge, far taller and thicker than any they’d seen before. The shrubs were likewise enormous. Balzac stirred and looked around a bit. 
 
    “Looks like you get your wish, Joe,” he said with a yawn. “This is primeval forest. There are bound to be dinosaurs nearby.” 
 
    “YES!” shouted Joe gleefully. He started trying to look in every direction at once, hoping to see his first dinosaur. The metal magic carpet responded poorly to his lack of attention. It started shifting and shaking all over the place, threatening to dump everyone. 
 
    “Joe! Either pay attention or set this thing down before you kill us all!” demanded Andrew. Joe looked embarrassed and sat them down. “Crap. I was hoping he’d just pay attention. I don’t wanna walk,” muttered Andrew. 
 
    Balzac scampered up to his usual perch on Ray’s shoulder, Stubby took position beside Andrew, and Joe gestured to make the magic carpet glide after them. 
 
    “This is amazing,” marveled Ray as he admired the massive flora of the area. After a few minutes, the path they were following turned southeast and opened up into an enormous glade. There were dinosaurs everywhere. The men just stared with their jaws hanging open. 
 
    “They all have feathers? What kind of happy horse shit is this?” asked Joe, crushed. “A triceratops isn’t supposed to look like a giant, horny parrot!”  
 
    “Didn’t you tell us scientists theorized that some dinosaurs had feathers?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t think the big ones would be covered in them! I wanted them to look like giant lizards!” Joe exclaimed. 
 
    “Calm down, they’re still dinosaurs. You get to see something people on our planet can only dream of!” Ray pointed out. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. It is cool seeing them. These even come from all different eras!” 
 
    “What do you mean, different eras?” asked Balzac. 
 
    “Different points in history. Not all of them lived at the same time, you know,” answered Joe. 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked the squirrel. 
 
    “I started taking paleontology classes when I started college. I wanted to study dinosaur fossils. Problem was, there was no real money in it, so I switched to software. I still kept up with the dinos, though.” 
 
    “So, you can identify all of them?”  
 
    “Yep. I can tell you where they lived, what they ate, pretty much anything you want to know,” replied Joe proudly. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “You’d make a killing as a dinosaur wrangler.” 
 
    “That’s a real thing? Like, working with dinosaurs?” Joe’s eyes were wide with excitement.  
 
    “Yeah, some of them have been domesticated. But they can never find enough people willing to work with the giant monsters, much less anyone that knows anything about them,” Balzac informed.  
 
    “Awesome!” replied a very excited Joe. 
 
    “Hey, Ball-sack! You wanna hop down a second? I gotta take a leak,” asked Ray. The squirrel gave him a dirty look before scurrying down. Ray walked over to a giant fern for some privacy, while Balzac scampered ahead a little way to look around. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go too far. There are bound to be predators around,” warned Joe. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I don’t see any. As long as I don’t get stepped on by one of these things I’ll be fiiiiiIIIIIINNNEEE! HELP MEEEEEE!!!!” screamed Balzac as a flying dinosaur swooped down and grabbed him before taking to the sky again. 
 
    “That’s a pterodactylus antiquus!” said Joe “They’re some of the smallest pterodactyls!” 
 
    “GEEEEETTTT MEEEEEEEE DOWWWWNNNN!” shouted Balzac again. He was putting up a good fight, clawing and biting for all he was worth. Unfortunately, it wasn’t working. The dinosaur kept a firm hold and continued to climb ever higher.  
 
    However, that came to a quick end when a gout of flame shot from Ray’s hand straight into its path. The dinosaur let out a screech and dropped its prey before flying off, likely in search of an easier victim. 
 
    “OOOOOOOHHHHHH SHIIIIIITTTT!” screamed the squirrel as he fell, wind milling his little arms and legs for all he was worth to try and slow his descent. The three men watched in horrified silence as their fuzzy little friend plummeted to earth.  
 
    Desperate to save him, Ray saw one chance to help. He raised his hands and shot a gust of air straight at the squirrel, altering his trajectory just enough to…. SPLOOSH! The blast of wind had been barely enough to send the squirrel into a huge heap of fresh dinosaur manure. The friends ran over to check on Balzac. 
 
    “Oh man! That’s nasty!” grimaced Andrew. 
 
    “That’s brontosaurus shit!” added Joe helpfully. The pile was enormous and gave off a sickening smell. There were splatters all around and a crater in the center. 
 
    “Who’s gonna climb in and check on him?” asked Ray.  
 
    “How about the dinosaur expert?” suggested Andrew. 
 
    “No way,” Joe declined. “He’ll probably need a healer, so you should go.” 
 
    “Nope.” Andrew looked at Ray. “You got him in there, so you should get him out.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen. Besides, I didn’t have an angle to do anything else!” 
 
    While they were busy arguing, a small, furry, crap covered paw reached out of the top of the dung heap. Balzac climbed out and rolled down the mountain of poop.                             Stubby walked over, picked him up gingerly in his jaws, and then trotted over to Andrew, where he set the disgusting squirrel at his feet. The three guys looked down as the Snarfuklbear started licking the poop off the dazed Balzac. 
 
    “Stubby! Stop that! It’s gross!” ordered Andrew. The bear looked up at him, grinning, and continued to lick the squirrel. 
 
    “Balzac? Are you ok?” asked Ray. Andrew’s hands started to glow as he healed the furry rodent, from a distance. 
 
    “So. Much. Shit,” was all Balzac could say. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t have an angle to do anything else. I saw that giant pile and hoped it would be enough to break your fall,” Ray explained, believing his reasoning to be justified.  
 
    “You made me fall there on purpose?”   
 
    Ray nodded. 
 
    “Saved your life, didn’t it?”  
 
    Balzac sighed. 
 
    “I guess. Thanks, I think.” He went back to laying quietly while Stubby cleaned him up. 
 
    “Joe, could we maybe get going again? I imagine we’ll see plenty of dinosaurs by the time we’re done,” said Ray. 
 
    “I guess. I was hoping to see a T-Rex, and maybe some Velociraptors,” said the dinosaur enthusiast longingly. “I can always come back though.”  
 
    At this, they all got back on the metal magic carpet. Joe crafted a trough in the carpet for water, and stopped at a nearby pond so they could fill it up. Balzac got in the makeshift bathtub and started scrubbing the rest of the poo from his fur. All the while, Stubby sat there with a big grin on his face, looking extremely pleased with himself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    They didn’t travel much further for the day. They were getting closer to one of the larger cities, Sedli, and Balzac wanted everyone prepared for the experience. 
 
    “Alright, we need to go ahead and set up camp. We’ve got things to discuss before we get to the city,” said Balzac. 
 
    “What’s up, dude?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Based on what I saw in the last town, I don’t think you’re prepared for the city. You’re going to stand out a little bit, but people expect that. You won’t be the first weirdos from another dimension to walk through. The way you speak and behave will be very important. Also, there will be aliens and enhanced humans, so don’t stare. You don’t want to start any fights.” The squirrel hoped this explanation would help to avoid a repeat of the last disaster. 
 
    “Nothing too shocking yet, fuzzball. Even we know it’s rude to stare,” replied Andrew. 
 
    “Here’s one for you, specifically, dipshit. You’re going to see some poor, miserable people. Some are going to have injuries, and some will be sick. You absolutely CANNOT start healing people,” Balzac stated firmly. Andrew was not pleased. The others were confused. 
 
    “Wait a minute. I thought we were here to help people! Isn’t that what you’ve been harping on since you brought us here? Why wouldn’t he help people?” protested Joe. 
 
    “Yeah! The holy Clarence requires me to heal those in need!” added Andrew. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “That’s another thing. Quit worshipping Clarence! You can’t heal people because it would draw attention, and we really don’t need that right now. You have to stop praying to that douche canoe for the same reason!” snapped Balzac hotly. Thunder boomed across the sky. 
 
    “Oh, shut up! Get your fuzzy ass down here and listen!” the squirrel demanded.  
 
    Poof! A cute little bunny appeared next to the squirrel. 
 
    “What do you want, Balzac? I’ve got better things to do than sit here and listen to you whine all day!” asked Clarence testily. 
 
    “Will you tell this moron to stop worshipping you?” 
 
    “Why would I do that? I kind of like it,” responded the rabbit. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “For one, you’re too stupid to be a god.” 
 
     Clarence flipped him off.  
 
    “Two, if he continues to do so and word starts to spread, soon others could start worshipping you too,” replied the squirrel. 
 
    “Still not seeing a problem here,” retorted Clarence. 
 
    “Are you a god??”  
 
    Clarence shook his head.  
 
    “Exactly,” Balzac said. “Do you think the actual gods or, you know, God, would appreciate you taking worshipers from them?” 
 
    Clarence stilled suddenly. 
 
    “Ummm…”  
 
    “Precisely. Keep encouraging him and an actual deity will fry your furry ass!” 
 
    Clarence sighed. “Good point. Okay, Andrew. Quit worshipping me. I’m not a god. I’m just an extraordinarily powerful, handsome, intelligent, and wise man. You were brought here for a specific purpose, but praising me isn’t it.” Clarence looked at Balzac. “Happy now?”  
 
    Balzac nodded. 
 
    Poof. The bunny was gone. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” demanded Andrew. “He just came down here and cock-blocked my belief system and then poofed away? What a bunch of shit!” Andrew sat down and sulked. Stubby came and snuggled into his lap, licking his face. 
 
    “Dude! Stop that! You’re breath smells like dino shit!” Andrew protested. 
 
    “So what else have you got, squirrel? Wanna stomp on anyone else’s nuts while you’re at it?” None of the boys were pleased with the way Andrew had been treated. 
 
    “I’m just trying to keep you all alive. Praying to Clarence, healing people, using your abilities in public…  all of that could cause a lot of problems! We also need to take care of supplies, and probably get you all chipped.”                              Joe started to protest.  
 
    “No!” the squirrel shouted. “I don’t want to hear about “the Man keeping you down!” If you want to make it in this world, if you want to stay, it has to be done!” Balzac said with finality. 
 
    “What about you?” asked Ray. “Aren’t people gonna find it strange that we’re walking around with a talking squirrel?”  
 
    Balzac shook his head. “Talking animals aren’t unusual here, so it won’t be a big deal. We need to get information on these bandits you want to hunt down, too, preferably without letting them know you’re looking for them. That would be another good way to get killed,” stated the squirrel solemnly. The guys all looked at each other. 
 
    “Fine. How far to the city?” asked Joe. 
 
    “It won’t take long on your carpet ride. If we leave in the morning, we will be there by mid-day.” 
 
    “Well, we still have a lot of daylight left. What do you all want to do?” asked Joe. Andrew was already snoring with his demon bear. 
 
    “Well, I want to know about this whole ‘Clarence isn’t a god’ thing,” said Ray. “You talked like there were a whole bunch of gods and they wouldn’t like Clarence being one. What gives?”  
 
    Balzac considered the question. He looked sad. 
 
    “I guess it’s time to tell you the story. Wake up that snoring moron over there. I don’t want to have to tell this story twice. CLARENCE! GET YOUR TAIL BACK DOWN HERE!” he shouted at the sky. 
 
    Poof! A cranky looking rabbit appeared again. 
 
    “WHAT? I’m trying to fluff my tail! What do you want now?” he demanded. Balzac looked at him seriously. 
 
    “It’s time we told them our story. They have questions and I believe they deserve answers,” he said solemnly. Clarence looked at him, surprise evident in his fuzzy features. 
 
    “Are you sure? We’ve never shared this before.”                             Balzac nodded. “I’m sure. I’ll start, and you just fill in where you need to, if you need to,” replied the squirrel. Clarence nodded. 
 
    “Clarence! You’re back! You didn’t forsake me!” shouted Andrew in glee. 
 
    “Shut up, dipshit. I’m not here to be worshipped. After this story, you definitely won’t be praying to me anymore,” Clarence responded dejectedly. 
 
    “What’s up fuzzy dudes?” asked Ray. Something was obviously wrong with the two forest creatures. 
 
    “We have a story to tell, one we’ve never told anyone before. It will answer your questions on gods, the state of the world, and why we brought you here. You’ll know why I’ve been so insistent on getting you all to be heroes. The only problem is, you will likely hate me, hate us, when the story is done,” explained Balzac as Clarence nodded along. 
 
    “It can’t be that bad, Balzac. We don’t hate easily,” replied Andrew, serious for a change. The other two nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Balzac murmured. Then, he and Clarence began their story. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with gods. When the calamity happened that ravaged this world—” Balzac saw Ray start to interrupt. 
 
     “Give me time, I’ll get there,” the squirrel pleaded. “This part’s easier to tell.”  
 
    Ray subsided with a nod.  
 
    “Anyway,” Balzac continued, “the calamity that ravaged our planet brought magic back, as you already know. It also woke up the old gods. The deities of all the ancient civilizations came back and started pulling in followers. It became quite the power struggle for a while.”                             “Furthermore, as you might have guessed, the different pantheons started fighting, which led to even more problems for this poor planet. They eventually called a truce, allowing them to keep the followers they had and establish rules for gaining more, but we won’t go over all that now,” Balzac stated, looking at each guy in turn.                             “Before you ask about God, with the big ‘G’, I’ll try to explain that a bit. This knowledge has been passed down for generations. Clarence,” the squirrel addressed, “feel free to jump in if I miss something.” The bunny nodded. 
 
    “All gods draw power from the same source. They take on the aspects assigned to them by the people that believe in them. God is that power source. He shares power with the lesser gods so they can carry out their assigned duties. Of course, that is a vast oversimplification, but the full story would melt your insignificant human brains,” he continued. He appeared to be serious. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” cut in Ray. “The gods from all the old mythologies are real?”  
 
    Balzac and Clarence nodded.  
 
    “They are aspects of God, big G,” Ray went on, “and get their power from Him?”  
 
    More nods.  
 
    “He allows them to do their thing, basically acting on His behalf as long as they do their jobs, and these gods were essentially created by human imagination?” Ray had reached the end of his summary. 
 
    “Yep, you seem to have a good grasp on it,” replied Clarence, somewhat impressed.  
 
    “So what are you two?” Joe pointed to each of the fuzzy creatures. The two animals shared a look. 
 
    “We’re…complicated,” replied Balzac. Clarence shrugged at the description before nodding. 
 
    “How does this explain what happened to the world and why you brought us here?” asked Andrew.  
 
    “We’re getting there. Be patient. It’s not easy for us to tell this,” answered Clarence. The bunny looked at the squirrel. 
 
    “How should we proceed? Tell the story, or initiate a flashback?”  
 
    “I think flashback. It will be easier for them to understand if they see it,” replied Balzac. Clarence nodded. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Guys, we’re right here. We can hear you and everything. You could, I don’t know, talk to us?” interjected Joe. 
 
    “Silence, mortal! Adults are speaking!” declared Clarence. The three guys looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” sighed Balzac. Clarence nodded. The two looked at the three guys and waved their cute little paws. The world started to spin, and the men sat abruptly. Colors started blasting into their brains. Suddenly, they were somewhere else, someone else…  
 
   
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea, little brother?” Clarence asked nervously. Clarence was tall and skinny, with dirty blonde hair and glasses. 
 
    “Damn right, I’m sure!” replied the other boy. This boy’s appearance was remarkably similar to his brother’s. 
 
    “We can make the world a better place!” he shouted passionately. “Free energy, transmitted wirelessly! Just think of the possibilities; electric cars that run forever, reducing the carbon footprint of the world; green energy sources powering everything! We’ll be heroes!”  
 
    Clarence looked at his younger brother, basically a mirror image of himself. “I know, I just don’t want to go to jail. We wouldn’t do well in jail, Barry!” 
 
    “I told you to call me Balzac! It’s way cooler than Barry,” Barry retorted. “Just relax. We aren’t going to go to jail! We have permission to be on the site!” 
 
    “Permission to be on site to study for your dissertation on Tesla’s plans for energy distribution, not permission to try to make it work!” Clarence countered. 
 
    “It’ll be fine! Trust me!” replied Barry with a smile. Clarence sighed, knowing he’d go along with it. He always followed along with his twin’s crazy ideas. 
 
    “Okay,” he said reluctantly. “Do we have all the equipment lined up?”                              
 
    “Most of the repairs are in place already. We just have to run a couple wires and we should be good to go!” Barry replied excitedly. 
 
    “What happens if this doesn’t work? For that matter, what happens if it does?” asked Clarence. 
 
    “If it doesn’t work, well, nothing. When it does work, power will start humming along, waiting to be pulled in by the public,” Barry explained, gesturing with his hands as he spoke. 
 
    “How do they do that?” asked Clarence. Barry sighed. 
 
    “We’ve been over this. Everyone will need a receiver, specifically keyed to take in the electricity provided by Tesla’s tower.” 
 
    “And you’re selling them to the people?” 
 
    “At minimal cost. I don’t plan on getting rich off this, that isn’t the point. What matters is saving the planet and providing a service to the people. Besides, once it starts working I’m sure there will be generous benefactors that will donate the money needed to build the receivers. Who knows, without the need to compete for energy we might just create world peace!” Clarence had always known Barry to be an idealist, he was starting to realize his brother had a hero complex on top of that. 
 
    “Let’s do this, then. You seem to have it all figured out.” 
 
    Clarence drove them out to the facility. It was in the process of being remodeled into a Tesla museum. Much of the original installation had been demolished in the early twentieth century but, luckily, the parts needed for Barry’s plan to work were still in place. Barry stared up at the statue of his hero, Nikola Tesla, as they drove past. 
 
    “He was the greatest genius of all time! We’re finally going to complete his work! I can’t wait!” he declared. 
 
    Clarence pulled up to the tower. They unloaded their tools and equipment and headed inside. The building itself was massive, filled with tons of early twentieth century technology. The brothers went straight to the control room to finish the repairs. 
 
    “Are the steel rods in place under the facility?” asked Clarence. 
 
    “Yeah,” Barry answered. “Nobody wanted to try to remove them. They allow the earth to grip the tower, and kind of ground things out. Make sure you get those connections good and tight! I’d hate for a wire to burn out and take the whole place with it.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Clarence reassured him. “I’ve done this plenty of times. You just worry about your part. Are you sure the new stuff we’ve added will work with these ancient components?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve checked everything repeatedly. But once it’s up and running, we’ll probably need to replace some of the old stuff. I’m not sure it will handle the load once people start hooking into it.” 
 
    “This plant won’t just transmit the energy, it will generate it as well?” asked Clarence. Barry nodded. 
 
    “It’s all part of the design. The boiler room will act as a starter. It will get the gears in place. Once it’s started, the motion of the planet will actually generate the power! No more nuclear facilities, no more coal, just free electricity for everyone all over the world!” Barry replied ecstatically. 
 
    “Gonna cost a lot of people jobs,” muttered Clarence.  
 
    Both of their parents, God rest their souls, had worked in a nuclear power facility. They’d been killed in a wreck coming home from work several years ago, but they were responsible for Barry’s interest in Tesla and free power. The couple had often argued about the risks and benefits concerning free power. Their mother had been in favor, while their dad had always pointed out that millions of jobs would be lost. The twins constantly repeated the same argument. 
 
    “They’ll find something else. Besides, the benefits far outweigh the costs,” replied Barry, as always. It was the same argument their mother had used. 
 
    “I’m done here,” he said. “I’m going to go check all the connections and start the boiler up. Are you close?”                             Clarence nodded. “Just gotta splice a couple more wires and I’m good to go. Should take about twenty minutes between that and double checking everything.”                             Barry flashed him a thumbs-up and left the room. 
 
    Clarence was done when he returned.  
 
    “I guess all we have to do now is flip the switch,” Clarence said softly. 
 
    Barry nodded, too excited to speak. He walked over and gazed down at the lever, savoring the moment. “I can’t believe we’re finally ready! Tesla’s dream will be fulfilled!”  
 
    Clarence looked dubious but said nothing. He was still unconvinced that this would work. “You aren’t going to give a speech or anything are you? We’re the only ones here, and I didn’t bring a video camera,” said Clarence.                             Barry looked crestfallen. “Well, I’m not going to now. I thought you said you’d bring the camera!”  
 
    Clarence had promised to do just that, to capture the historic moment. However, at the last second, he’d decided against it, afraid that Barry would give a long winded speech. 
 
    “I don’t think I made any such promise,” Clarence said innocently. “Anyway, are you gonna light this place up or what?”  
 
    Barry nodded excitedly. He grabbed the switch and threw it into the “on” position. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Are you kidding me!” he screamed. Not even a single light came on. 
 
    “Hang on, I’ll fix it,” assured Clarence.  
 
    He went over to the control panel and checked the wiring. It all looked fine. Barry was on the verge of tears, so Clarence went to his old standby and hit the panel as hard as he could. Lights came on with a whir, and ancient machinery started to run. 
 
    “YES! WE DID IT!” shouted Barry exultantly. He pulled out his receiver to see when it would start pulling in power. 
 
    “It will take a bit of time for the generator to kick in,” he said, “so we won’t be getting anything until then. This is going to work! I can feel it!”  
 
    More and more lights started to come on, and the stink of ozone filled the air as the power increased. Electrical energy started playing over the cupola above their heads. Barry was practically dancing in delight.  
 
    Then the ground started to shake. 
 
    “Is that supposed to happen?” Clarence’s voice was laced with concern. Barry had never mentioned tremors before. 
 
    “It’s all normal,” Barry said dismissively. “That’s just the earth contact generator starting!”  
 
    “How do you know it’s normal?” Clarence demanded. “This thing has never been powered up before!”               The shaking grew worse. 
 
    “You need to shut it down! This place is going to fall apart.” 
 
     Barry shook his head and pointed at his receiver. It was starting to light up. “It’s working! I’m getting power! The tremors will stop soon, I’m sure of it!”  
 
    They didn’t stop. Instead, they steadily grew stronger. Dust was starting to fall from the ceiling and components were starting to crack. 
 
    “Shut it down! We know it works, so we can reinforce everything and start it again later! You’ve succeeded, just don’t let the place fall apart!” yelled Clarence over the growing clamor. Barry looked unsure but nodded. He pulled the lever down to shut it off.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “It won’t stop! I don’t think we can turn it off!” he cried. Sparks started to shoot from the machinery as the quake continued to intensify. Pieces started to snap off and fall. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here!” screamed Clarence. He grabbed his brother and started dragging him to the door.  
 
    It was too late.  
 
    The tremors suddenly stopped as a beam of pure white light struck the tower and penetrated to the core of the facility. Lightning began to crack through the air and the world exploded. 
 
    “Whoa!” gasped Ray.  
 
    The three boys were themselves once again, but they were dizzy and overwhelmed from all that they’d just seen. Andrew looked at the squirrel. Balzac looked at him sadly, knowing he was going to be berated for destroying the world. 
 
    “Your name’s Barry?” asked Andrew. The squirrel cocked his head and gave him a strange look. 
 
    “I prefer Balzac!” He looked down and sighed. “You know, I figured your main concern would have to do with the fact that we— that I, destroyed the world.” 
 
    “Well, that was unfortunate I guess. What happened after the explosion? How did you become…this?” asked Joe as he pointed at the creatures. 
 
    “The energies released should have killed us, but instead, that shaft of light transformed us. There was a rare confluence of planets that night. The celestial energy reacted with the power we unleashed and destroyed civilization as we knew it,” stated Clarence solemnly. “It opened portals to other dimensions and other times. It also granted us nearly limitless power.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. 
 
     The guys were taking this far better than either Clarence or Balzac expected, which was confusing. 
 
    “Don’t you want to yell at us for destroying everything?” Clarence implored. 
 
    The guys looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “Not really. You both had great intentions. You couldn’t have known it would screw everything up. It sucks that so many people got hurt and died, but there isn’t much you can do about it now,” stated Ray simply.  
 
    Balzac and Clarence’s jaws dropped in disbelief.  
 
    “So, what does any of this have to do with why we’re here or what you are?” Andrew asked. 
 
    “Ummm, I guess you could say we’re guardians. We’ve been tasked to try to protect the world and make it a better place. You’re here because we can’t act directly. We have to bring in champions to act on our behalf,” answered Clarence. 
 
    “Who told you to do that?” wondered Andrew. 
 
    “Uhhh, nobody really. It’s just a compulsion. I think God wants us to atone for our crimes,” replied Balzac. 
 
    “If you want to fix it, why don’t you just go back in time and stop yourselves?” suggested Joe. 
 
    “Time travel isn’t the answer. Besides, we’ve tried. We cannot go back,” said Clarence sadly. 
 
    “Are we the first people you’ve brought in?” asked Ray shrewdly. After everything that had happened, it didn’t seem to the guys that these two were very good or experienced at being “spirit guides.” Although, the causes for some of the boys’ difficulties were undoubtedly of their own making…   
 
    Balzac and Clarence looked at each other before shaking their heads and answering Ray’s question. 
 
    “No, we’ve brought in countless champions,” admitted Clarence. 
 
    “How many have made it home?” asked Joe. 
 
    “None. Most died. A few disappeared,” replied Balzac miserably. The boys looked angry for the first time. 
 
    “Died? Disappeared? How did that happen?” demanded Ray. 
 
    “Let me try to explain,” Balzac began tiredly. He was a long-suffering squirrel. “I’m stuck in a bit of a loop. Everything we’ve gone through has happened before. Each set of heroes we bring in face the same challenges, but they handle them differently due to varying abilities and personalities.”  
 
    “Kind of like a premade D&D campaign?” asked Andrew. The other guys nodded. The creatures looked confused before Clarence continued. 
 
    “Sure. Anyway, Balzac and I go through the same thing over and over. Some get further than others. We’re hoping someday we can break out of the loop and move on.” The longing in the bunny’s voice was evident. 
 
    “So, um, how are we doing?” asked Andrew. The critters shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Actually, you’ve made it further than anyone, which is shocking considering your refusal to cooperate,” Balzac said. 
 
    “Have others had more encounters?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Not really. They just went looking for fights. You all do the opposite,” Clarence noted. “We picked a few really heroic types early on, but they never made it past the shark-flies and zombies. With you guys, we picked, well, guys more similar to ourselves,” explained the bunny. 
 
    “If we’re so much like you, then why don’t you get the references we use? Surely you had cell phones, D&D, and everything,” inquired Joe. 
 
    “The longer we go on like this, the less we remember of our old lives. We didn’t have cell phones and some of the other stuff you all talk about. D&D sounds familiar, though,” Balzac said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Well, what next? We can hash out the past all day, but we can’t change it. Where do we go from here?” wondered Ray. Balzac shrugged. 
 
    “I guess we just keep doing what we’re doing. I have no idea what happens next, and neither does Clarence. I have to go along with whatever you all decide and help however I can. Clarence does the same.” 
 
    The group was silent for a few moments. 
 
    “You’ve given us a lot to think about,” Ray said. “Can we just hang here a while? Then decide if we want to continue on?”  
 
    Balzac and Clarence nodded. Clarence said his goodbyes and disappeared with a poof. Balzac wandered off. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Andrew. He was worried about the little squirrel. He looked depressed. 
 
    “Just gonna take a walk and clear my head. I won’t go far.” He continued through the clearing, soon disappearing from sight. 
 
    “What do you guys think? About their story I mean,” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Pretty screwed up if you ask me. Imagine, trying to save the world and ending up destroying it instead. That’s gotta be hard on a person,” replied Joe, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, and what about all the others they’ve brought here that died? Are we just going along with them? Do we even have a choice?” wondered Ray. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think we’re stuck here no matter what we decide. I don’t think Balzac is a bad person, errr squirrel. Whatever. We should still go after those bandits, though. I don’t like people that hurt women and children. Maybe we can figure out more when we see the city, too,” offered Andrew.  
 
    The three men stood and discussed their situation for a while before settling down to eat. A few hours passed before they noticed something was wrong. 
 
    “Hey, where’s Balzac?” asked Joe, craning his head around the clearing. The squirrel had wandered the area for a while after eating, curious to see what might be out there. 
 
    “I thought he’d be back by now.” Ray looked thoughtful as he spoke. 
 
    “We should go look for him. It could be dangerous out here, especially for a squirrel,” added Andrew.  The others agreed, and they soon started combing through the large clearing. They spent quite a while wandering about, calling his name to no avail. 
 
    “Where did that freaking squirrel go?” asked Joe. 
 
    Strange, soft voices soon met the boys’ ears. 
 
    “Squirrel? Squirrel? Squirrel?” they heard. The voices had a weird, lisping lilt to them. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” demanded Joe. He had his metal balls orbiting faster in his agitation. Ray’s hands started to ignite. Andrew took a fighter’s stance and cursed his lack of offensive abilities.  
 
    There were several squeals at the sight of the flame. 
 
    “Show yourself or I’ll burn this place to ash!” declared Ray. The other two gave him dirty looks, so he shook his head to show he was bluffing.  
 
    There was a rustling in the woods as a group of strange creatures stepped out. They were very small, maybe two to three feet in height. They were all green and had tendrils coming off their bodies in random areas. 
 
    “What the hell are you?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Plantlings, we are plantlings,” squeaked one of them.  
 
    “Don’t burn, please, no burns for plantlings!” whispered another, obviously terrified. Ray let the fire fade away. 
 
    “We won’t burn you. Where is our squirrel?”  
 
    “Squirrel for the Mo. Mo needed squirrel! So few squirrels here!” 
 
    “What’s a Mo?” asked Andrew. “Why does he need a squirrel?” 
 
    “Mo is Mo! Needs squirrel!” repeated one of the plantlings. The guys all sighed and shook their heads, realizing they weren’t going to get a straight answer. 
 
    “Can you take us to Mo?” Joe asked in a simple, polite voice. The plantlings looked confused. 
 
    “You no squirrel!” they hissed. 
 
    “No, we aren’t squirrels, but we’d like to meet Mo. We need our squirrel back,” explained Andrew. The plantlings looked confused again. Their tendrils started rolling and unrolling in agitation. They looked at each other and chittered for a short time. 
 
    “Go to Mo?” they asked.  
 
    The boys nodded.  
 
    “Follow to Mo!” The plantlings took off into the woods. The guys followed as quickly as they could. 
 
    The woods were thick with undergrowth, mostly brambles they had to fight their way through. After a bit they started to notice a horrible smell. It got stronger and worse as they went deeper into the wood. 
 
    “Dude! What is that smell!” gagged Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know, I think I’m gonna hurl!” replied Ray.               The plantlings hissed with irritation. “The Mo is sick! Needs squirrel! Come see the Mo! See the squirrel!” They took off again, faster than before. Soon the guys had to run to keep up.  
 
    The smell got worse and worse. No animals were in sight. A clearing came into view up ahead, and it was evident that the plantlings were heading there by the way they picked up the pace even more. There were dead birds littering the ground on the edge of the clearing. Small forest creatures, rabbits, raccoons and squirrels also lay still on the ground, many of them discolored and reeking. The plantlings burst into the clearing with the three guys hot on their heels. 
 
    “The Mo! The Mo! Needs squirrel!” chanted the plantlings. The men thought they were ready for anything. They were quickly proven wrong when they stepped into the clearing. 
 
    The smell was beyond intense. It was like every waste plant, garbage dump, and putrid corpse in the world were being barbecued on a pile of skunk shit. The men couldn’t breathe without gagging. Andrew started puking from the scent alone. Ray and Joe weren’t much better. Ray immediately started a wind to blow the stench away, which helped quite a bit, but the smell was still very present.                             Looking around the clearing they saw piles of shit everywhere, some splattered on trees, others on the rocky outcropping in the middle of the meadow. A huge creature with black and grey hair all over it lay against the outcropping. He— it was uncomfortably obvious it was a he— seemed to be in great pain. Balzac was barely conscious in the great creature’s hand. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” exclaimed Joe. 
 
    “BALZAC!” cried Andrew. 
 
    “The Mo!” called the plantlings. 
 
    “God, this place stinks!” shouted Ray. The huge creature stirred, looking over at the friends with watery eyes. 
 
    “Oh, hello!” he said in a deep, slow voice. “I’m sorry about the smell. I haven’t been feeling well lately. I was poisoned by a friend many, many years ago. I have…relapses every several years. It seems to get worse as I get older.” 
 
    “All this stink is you? Damn, dude! That’s sick as shit!” declared Joe. 
 
    “You were poisoned by a friend? Doesn’t seem like something a friend would do. What a douche!” added Ray. The large creature laughed weakly. 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding. She felt very bad about it. I did a great deal of damage to the local forest then, as I have now,” replied the creature. 
 
    “Who are you? Why did these little things take our friend and bring him to you?” asked Ray. 
 
    “The squirrel is yours?” 
 
     The guys nodded.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” The creature truly did look apologetic. “The plantlings mean well; they were trying to help me. They’ve been wonderful friends since the world exploded, and I was very lonely until they came around. Oh, where are my manners? I am the Missouri Monster, also known as Mo-Mo, though my friends simply call me Mo. Who are you?”  
 
    The guys all introduced themselves in turn. 
 
    “So why did you need Balzac?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “It’s kind of embarrassing… I use squirrels to…clean myself after, erm, a bowel movement,” replied Mo. 
 
    “You wipe your ass with squirrels? That’s awesome!” declared Joe. Mo gave him a strange look. 
 
    “You remind me of a friend from long ago… You wouldn’t happen to be part gnome would you?” asked Mo. Joe shook his head, confused. 
 
    “Just curious. I suppose you’d like your squirrel back,” he said sadly. They nodded. He released the limp squirrel into Ray’s hands. Ray looked over at Andrew, who caught Ray’s meaning right away and walked over to the suffering creature. 
 
    “Mo, I think I can help you,” he offered. 
 
    “You have another squirrel?” Mo asked hopefully. Andrew shook his head. 
 
    “No, but I think I can heal you, if you’ll let me,” he said. 
 
    “Really? That would be wonderful! Please proceed.”  
 
    Andrew stepped up, hands glowing and proceeded to use his power to help Mo. After a few minutes, Mo stood. He was even bigger standing. 
 
    “I feel so much better! Thank you! How can I repay you?”  
 
    “It’s no biggie, dude. Glad to help,” replied the healer as he backed up. Mo’s motion managed to spread even more stink and his eyes were watering. 
 
    “Actually, do you know anything about bandits hiding out in the woods near here?” asked Ray. Mo looked pensive. 
 
    “Hmmm, I believe I’ve heard something. They are south of here, near the city. They are quite dangerous. They have several enhanced humans, a few aliens, and a mystic or two. Their leader is deadly. You’ll want to watch out for her. Are you hunting them?” 
 
    “I guess. They like to hurt women and children, and we don’t hold with that. We don’t really want to fight them, but I suppose someone has to,” replied Joe. 
 
    “You’d best be careful. I’ll have some plantlings go look for them, as well. They will warn you if the bandits are close. They may even help fight, but it’s hard to tell with plants. Anyway, I must be going. This part of the forest will need time to recover from my illness. Thank you again!” With that, the mighty beast wandered away, soon disappearing from sight. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The friends carried the unconscious squirrel back the way they’d come. They hoped. All three were hopelessly lost in the woods. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” asked Andrew for the fifth time. 
 
    “No idea. I just know it’s opposite of where the big guy went. I wish Balzac would wake up! Maybe he can find his way out,” replied Ray. Andrew had tried to heal the squirrel, but nothing had helped. They walked on a while before Balzac started to stir. 
 
    “What? Where am I? PLANTS!” he screamed as he woke. 
 
    “Chill out Scrotal Sweat, you’re safe. We rescued you from the Mo-Mo,” stated Joe. 
 
    “The Mo-Mo?” repeated Balzac with a whimper.  
 
    “I had no idea a squirrel could turn pale,” noted Ray, amazed. 
 
    “Do you KNOW what he does with squirrels? Did he?— Am I? Oh, God, not another ass crack!” panicked the fuzzy rodent. 
 
    “No dude, he didn’t defile you. We got there just in time. Andrew even healed him. The smell was horrible!” answered Joe. 
 
    “You three saved me? After what I told you? After I dragged you here to clean up my mess?” asked the squirrel incredulously. The guys nodded. 
 
    “Yeah! Were we not supposed to? So, you’re a screw up and you can be a dick, but you’re still our friend,” replied Ray earnestly. Balzac sniffled and teared up before he started bawling. He hugged Ray’s arm before doing the same to Joe and Andrew. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say! You guys are the best! I’m so sorry for everything! Can you forgive me?” he gushed. 
 
    “It’s whatever, dude. Can you figure out how to get us out of these woods? We’re hella lost in here,” answered Andrew. Balzac wiped his eyes and blew his nose, into his tail. 
 
    “That’s just nasty,” commented Joe. 
 
    “Sorry, I just got a little emotional. Let’s see where we are.” Balzac hopped back to Ray’s shoulder and started looking around, muttering to himself. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You’re supposed to tell us that, O great spirit guide!” Joe said sarcastically. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t really awake when you started blundering through the woods! Which direction did you come from?”  
 
    The guys looked at each other. 
 
     “You don’t know directions, do you?”  
 
    They shook their heads.  
 
    “Well, I guess we head east, and maybe we’ll come out somewhere I recognize,” he sighed.  
 
    Nobody moved.  
 
    He covered his face with his paws before pointing to his right. They started walking. 
 
    “Man, I think we lost all of our stuff again,” complained Andrew. “And what about Stubby!”  
 
    “The demon bear will be fine. He’ll find us if we stay away long enough,” replied Balzac. They walked a while longer. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Hear what?” replied Andrew. 
 
    “I don’t know, it sounded kind of like, ‘Gobble Gobble That,’ or something,” Joe said. 
 
    “It’s just a turkey, no big deal,” replied Ray. They heard more gobbles coming from in front of them. They sounded a little different than the turkeys the boys were used to, but they didn’t think anything of it. 
 
    “What did you say?” asked Balzac, worriedly.  
 
    “Turkeys. They’re just big birds. They taste great but aren’t likely to hurt you,” explained Ray. 
 
    “I know what a turkey is, dipshit! It’s just that turkeys don’t exist anymore. They…changed when the world died. All that’s left is Rapturkeys!” yelled Balzac. 
 
    “Rapturkeys?” asked Joe, doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes! Birds are descended from dinosaurs. You know that, right?” They all nodded. “Well, when the old world ended, they evolved or devolved… or something. They became meat eaters like their reptilian ancestors. They’re deadly pack hunters!” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding,” said Andrew. The squirrel shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not. They are very clever and are capable of taking down much larger prey. They’re even worse than the giant flaming Cock!”  
 
    Just then a turkey walked out onto the trail ahead of them. It was big, but otherwise looked just like any other turkey the guys had ever seen. It gobbled at them, cocked its head, and stared at them with a beady eye. It seemed to dismiss them and started walking back the way it came. The guys instinctively followed it. 
 
    “What are you doing? Don’t follow it! We’ll all die!” 
 
    “Chill, squirrel. You’re safe. It looks like it would be good eating so we’re gonna go get it,” replied Joe. Just then, more of the Rapturkeys charged in from the back and sides, wings flared out and hissing. 
 
    “It’s a trap!” screamed Balzac. The guys all turned around to face the new threat. 
 
    “Holy shit! Those things have fangs and claws!” shouted Andrew. There were three of the creatures coming right for them with murder in their eyes. As the boys faced that threat, more Rapturkeys exploded from the brush on either side of them. 
 
    “What the hell! These things are everywhere!” screamed Ray. He started to shoot flames at them but hesitated, afraid to burn the forest down around them. That hesitation cost him. Two of the beasts hit him from behind, right at the knee joint, taking him down instantly. 
 
    “Ray!” yelled Andrew. He was too busy trying to fend the animals off to help his downed friend. He was throwing kicks and punches just to stay upright. The raptors were baiting him, diving in to nip or claw at him at every opening they got. He was soon bleeding from several wounds.  
 
    Joe was faring slightly better. His balls were bouncing around furiously, smashing through the monsters at tremendous speed. He heard his brother’s pained shouts and sent balls shooting over to defend Andrew. 
 
    Meanwhile, Ray was getting pecked and cut up by the vicious creatures. He finally got his wits about him and used his air powers to blow the birds away from him. 
 
    “All right, you feathery bastards, today must be Thanksgiving cause I’m gonna roast your asses!” With that, a fiery cyclone erupted in front of him, tossing the birds into the air and burning them at the same time. Between his whirlwind of flames and Joe’s flying balls, the Rapturkeys went down quickly. Soon they were all dead or running away, though all three guys were left bleeding and staggering on their feet. 
 
    “Well, that sucked,” gasped Ray. He was in the worst shape of the three. Andrew went and healed him before attending to Joe and himself.  
 
    “Where’s Balzac?” asked Andrew. Again. “Please tell me we didn’t suffer through the stink of the ages and fight demon turkeys just to lose him now!” As he spoke,  they heard a loud squawk and saw a most unusual sight. 
 
    “Die, you piece of poultry shit!” screamed Balzac. He sat astride the last of the Rapturkeys with his tiny paws wrapped around the avian’s throat, squeezing for all he was worth. The bird was gasping and screeching, slowly coming to a halt. Soon the flapping and kicking stopped and the bird fell to the ground, dead. Balzac stepped off the body and spat at it. 
 
    “Nobody’s making a meal out of me again!”  
 
    All three men looked at him. “Again?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it!” Balzac snapped. “Let’s get out of these blasted woods!” With that, he marched off, leaving the guys to hurry along after him. Joe and Andrew grabbed a couple of the birds to clean and cook later.
 They broke into a clearing a short time later to see Stubby bounding towards them. He jumped into Andrew’s arms, nearly knocking him over in his enthusiasm to see to his owner. 
 
    “Easy, Stubby! You’re slobbering all over me!” exclaimed Andrew, but he was just as happy to see the cute little demon as it was to see him. They were able to easily retrace their steps to find their camp. 
 
    “Can we just chill awhile? I’m exhausted!” groaned Joe. The others all heartily agreed with him.  
 
    They collapsed on the ground around the campfire. Andrew and Joe dropped their turkeys on the ground, figuring they’d pluck them later. Ray saved them the trouble by searing the feathers off the carcasses. 
 
    “Thanks! Now we just have to clean them!” stated Andrew. Joe was already on it. His balls transformed into blades and made short work of gutting the birds. 
 
    “Perfect! Now all we gotta do is roast them, and we’ve got an instant Thanksgiving feast!” Andrew cheered. 
 
    Ray started a fire while Joe made a rotisserie and spit the turkeys. Soon, they had succulent smells coming off the birds. 
 
    “That smells amazing! There’s something about eating things that tried to eat you that makes it taste so much better,” said Ray. The others agreed wholeheartedly.  
 
    “We heading into town tomorrow?” asked Joe. Balzac nodded. “Anything else you need to tell us before we go into the city?” he pressed. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Balzac. “I’m pretty sure I told you everything already.” 
 
    “You definitely dropped some heavy truth bombs on us, that’s for sure,” stated Andrew. 
 
    “I thought you needed to know. Sorry if it was too much,” the squirrel said sadly. 
 
    “Nah, we’re good. We’ll figure out what to do after we take care of the bandits,” replied Ray. With that decided, they ate, relaxed, and rested for the remainder of the evening. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    The next day dawned bright and beautiful. They hopped on the metal magic carpet and headed south towards Sedli. The landscape opened up as they moved along. There were still a bunch of trees, but it was obvious much of the land had been cleared by hand. There were small farms spread out along the way, closer together as they got nearer the city. Around noon, the walls of the city became visible.  
 
    “Perhaps we should stop here and walk the rest of the way. I don’t think we want to draw attention to ourselves by flying in,” suggested Balzac. Joe sat their conveyance down. He took the metal apart and formed it into bits and pieces hanging off all three of them. 
 
    “Dude, don’t forget your balls,” said Andrew. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I almost forgot,” replied Joe. His metal balls immediately fell into his hand and he shoved them into his pockets. 
 
    “You all ready to see what civilization looks like around here?” asked Ray. The others nodded. Balzac climbed up and on Ray’s shoulder and they started walking down the road to the city gates. 
 
    The walls appeared to be brick and mortar. They looked about twenty feet high and strongly made, and as they got closer, they could see soldiers patrolling the top of the walls. There were four guards standing at the gates. 
 
    “Halt!” said the leader. “What is your business in Sedli?” The four guards blocked the path into town. 
 
    “What the bloody blue blazes is that thing?” exclaimed one of the guards as he caught sight of Stumpy. 
 
    “That’s my pet bear, Stumpy. Don’t worry, he’s harmless,” answered Andrew protectively.  
 
    “It looks like a Snarfuklbear to me, I’m not sure we can let it in,” replied the guard. Stubby gave him a pouting look and whined a little. 
 
    “We’re new to the area and are just trying to find our way in the world,” answered Ray innocently.  
 
    “Obviously. You’re dressed strangely, and your speech is odd,” said the leader. 
 
    “So, can we come in or what?” asked Joe, annoyed. 
 
    “Do you know the rules?”  
 
    “Nope,” replied Joe. One of the guards rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Fine. No weapons allowed; turn them in at the guard office. Don’t start fights; don’t steal shit. It’s pretty much common sense. I’d imagine even that stupid looking squirrel could figure it out,” said the leader. Balzac started to stand to defend himself, but Ray clamped his hand down on him. 
 
    “I think we can figure it out, thanks,” he said. The guards parted and let them pass. One of the men walked them through. Based on what they saw from underneath, the walls had to be at least fifteen feet thick. 
 
    “You guys must be expecting a lot of trouble,” observed Joe. 
 
    “This is a very dangerous area. Lots of bandit activity, dinosaurs, even the occasional dragon. We have to keep our citizens safe,” replied the guard. 
 
    “Can you tell us anything about the bandits? We ran into some trouble with them at a town northwest of here,” asked Ray. The guard narrowed his eyes at the comment. 
 
    “You aren’t here looking for trouble, are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Nope. We just don’t want to run into them again if it can be avoided. Are they a big problem here?” asked Ray. 
 
    “At times. We can’t keep them out, but we try to curtail their activities as much as possible. They get away with some theft and protection rackets, but we keep the slavers under control. The problem is they are extremely wealthy and powerful. Bribery and corruption are common. The Bandit Queen has her dirty hands all over several of our officials. The Watch is pretty clean, although there are a few that are corrupt. We’re usually too busy to deal with politicians.” 
 
    “Who is this Bandit Queen?” wondered Ray. 
 
    “Ummm, the person that runs the bandits. She’s supposed to be a nasty piece of work. Extremely powerful, although I don’t know exactly what she can do. There are all sorts of rumors. She could be a witch, an alien, or an enhanced human. I don’t think anyone really knows. She rules her bandits with an iron fist, though she doesn’t come into town… Too many enemies, I guess.” 
 
    “Any idea where they’re based?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “You really don’t want to go after them. You won’t survive. I mean, if by some miracle you could take her out, it would be great for us…  But anyway, I don’t know where their headquarters are. Most people say it’s somewhere to the south, in the forest,” answered the guard. He took his leave after that final comment, leaving the three friends alone. 
 
    “Holy shit! This place looks like Mos Eisley with grass!” declared Andrew.  It did resemble the trashy space port from Star Wars fame. Most buildings were short and squat, and there were a variety of beasts and transports within sight. Some of the animals were familiar, some were not. There were people everywhere, some regular human, some cyborg, some…alien. The guys looked around in wonder.  
 
    “Hey! Dipshits! Quit staring! You’re gonna piss some of these people off!” admonished Balzac. The guys looked a bit chagrined before starting to stare once more. Balzac face-palmed. 
 
    “Let’s get moving. We look like idiots standing here. We need to find a place to stay, somewhere to sell your flaming cock parts, and a place to get you all tagged.” He glared at Joe as he said this. The squirrel pointed Ray down the street and they all started walking again. 
 
    They found a vendor fairly easily and got a decent price for their goods. Next they went to the local government office. A bored looking official greeted them as they walked in. 
 
    “Welcome to Sedli, travelers. How may I be of service?”  
 
    “We need to get a tag or something?” asked Andrew. The official nodded. 
 
    “You look like you’re new to our area. How many credits would you like to start with?” They had enough for around a couple hundred each. 
 
    “How does this work exactly?” inquired Ray. 
 
    “It’s quite simple,” the official assured them. “I simply insert this chip under the skin in your wrist. When you wish to purchase something, you hold your wrist to the scanner. If someone is purchasing something from you, you do the same thing. It will also hold your identification, if needed. All I need is the money you wish to deposit, a small fee of 25 credits each, and the information you want on your identification papers.”  
 
    They paid the man and each got tagged, although Joe wasn’t happy about it. They were about to take their leave when the official added one more comment. 
 
    “By the way, the Theocrat would like to meet with you. He prefers to interview any that come through the portals and end up here. It would be…unwise to keep him waiting.” They all shared a look, nodded, and headed to meet up with the Theocrat. 
 
    “Guys?” began Andrew. “What’s a theocrat?” Balzac face-palmed. 
 
    “The Theocrat is one of the leaders of the city. He is pretty much a high priest,” replied the squirrel. 
 
    “Is he dangerous?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Of course. You don’t get to his position without being dangerous. Whether or not he’s dangerous to us? That remains to be seen.” They walked in silence until they found the large temple like structure near the center of town. 
 
    “That looks like it was a catholic church that someone very inexperienced tried to rebuild,” remarked Ray. It was mostly brick with some wood filling in certain places. It had a high steeple and was in a cruciform shape. People milled about in the streets around the temple, and there were a few businesses scattered along the street, as well. 
 
    The four of them entered the temple, expecting it to be packed with people. Much to their surprise, the sanctuary was empty except for a lone individual sitting on the stairs by the altar. 
 
    “Ah! The new adventurers have arrived! Well met all!” he declared as they approached. They looked at him in wonder. He was an older fellow, with long white hair and a beard. 
 
    “Dude! He looks just like Gandalf!” whispered Andrew, loudly. The Theocrat laughed. 
 
    “I’ve heard that many times before, young one,” he said in a deep, booming voice. “Balzac, who’ve you brought to me this time?” Balzac looked confused.  
 
    “What do you mean? I’ve not been here before and you don’t seem familiar,” replied Balzac, mystified. 
 
    “No, you haven’t been here, but I’d recognize your aura anywhere! You weren’t a squirrel the last time I saw you, though. You brought me through a portal many years ago. I’m hurt you don’t recognize me,” stated the Theocrat. Balzac looked closer at the man. 
 
    “Jaron? Is that you? I thought you died!”  
 
    The Theocrat, Jaron apparently, smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I did! But I got better! That’s a story for another time, however. Now, what brings you here, old friend?” Balzac was at a loss; he’d never run into one of his former heroes before. 
 
    “Well, this is Andrew, Joe, and Ray. They recently came over and are…searching for their place in the world,” answered Balzac. The guys nodded as he introduced each of them. 
 
    “Another crop of adventurers! Are they any good?” Jaron inquired. Balzac looked a bit embarrassed.  
 
    “Not really, Theocrat dude. We aren’t interested in being adventurers. We’ve just been wandering around, trying to find a place to fit in. Oh, and there are some bandits whose asses we need to kick,” replied Ray, helpfully. The Theocrat gave him an odd look. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Not adventuring? You’re hunting bandits but you aren’t adventurers? Nonsense! I know you gained power coming through the portal. Are you telling me you aren’t interested in using it? That you don’t want to fight to make the world better?” he said incredulously. They nodded their heads. Balzac face-palmed. 
 
    “Seems about right, yeah,” answered Joe. Jaron just looked at him. 
 
    “How can this be? Balzac?”  
 
    “CLARENCE GOT ME DEFECTIVE HEROES! IT’S NOT MY FAULT!” 
 
    “Nutbag! I thought we were past that!” exclaimed Andrew, hurt by the accusation. 
 
    “Well, if you’re staying in Sedli you’ll be expected to earn your keep,” Jaron the Theocrat informed them. “Typically, adventurers do that by killing monsters and such. What are you all going to do?” They looked at each other and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t guess you all will tell me what you can do?” he pressed. Balzac interrupted before they could speak. 
 
    “Ray’s a fire elemental, Joe controls metal, and Andrew…Andrew was gifted with great fighting skill,” he answered quickly. Jaron nodded. 
 
    “Well, you need to find something to do,” he sounded disappointed. “I suppose hunting the bandits could count. The council requires adventurers,” he stressed the word, “to perform a service in order to stay. I’ll warn you, don’t tell anyone what you’re doing. The bandits have people everywhere.” 
 
    “Good to know, thanks,” replied Ray, testily. He didn’t seem to like the Theocrat very much. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” asked Balzac. The Theocrat shook his head. 
 
    “No, that is all for now. Just understand that you are expected to contribute to our society if you choose to stay here. If you can take down the bandits, great. But you won’t get any help from us. In the meantime, I suggest you find lodgings and work. We don’t support freeloaders here,” he finished, with an obvious dismissal. The four took their leave. 
 
    “That guy was kind of a douche!” stated Andrew after they left the temple. The others all nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, he was pretty full of himself when he first came here, too. I really thought he’d gotten himself killed with his mouth years ago. But now that I know he’s alive, I’m not surprised that he rose to a high rank. He is a powerful priest and healer, and he was always very ambitious,” said Balzac. But truthfully, the squirrel thought to himself, I’m not sure how trustworthy the man is. That’s why I decided not to inform him about Andrew’s healing abilities… [1] 
 
     “Anyway,” the squirrel continued, “we need to find a place to stay. There are plenty of pubs and inns in town to choose from. As far as work, well, I don’t know what you all are good at.” Andrew wasn’t really paying attention. Instead, he was looking up between the buildings. 
 
    “Hey, Balzac. What are those cables up there? They look like power lines.” 
 
    “That’s because they are. What else would they be?” replied the squirrel, mystified. 
 
    “I thought you said they didn’t have electricity here!” stated Joe angrily. 
 
    “No, I said there isn’t power like there is back on your world. Bigger cities like this have their own power grid, mostly provided by solar and wind with a few fusion generators on the side,” retorted Balzac. “One of the perks of living in the city is free power, and protection and easy access to other resources provide even more good reasons for people to live here,” finished the squirrel. 
 
    “So I would’ve been able to charge my phone?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I have no idea. It may not be compatible with the power grid here,” answered Balzac. 
 
    “Guess it doesn’t matter, since those stupid guards destroyed it,” said Joe sullenly. 
 
    “Can we just find a place to stay? Maybe some food while we’re at it?” whined Andrew. Ray nodded his agreement and soon they were walking toward a street full of pubs and inns. 
 
    “This one looks good,” stated Balzac from Ray’s shoulder. He was pointing over at a pub with a garishly painted sign with the words “The Purloined Pixie” on it. The guys all shrugged and walked in. The place was fairly busy; several patrons were sitting at some of the tables scattered around the room and bar. There was a small stage with a piano and a few guitars sitting around. The bartender was an attractive human woman with at least one metallic arm. There were two…beings waiting tables. One appeared to be a human male; the other was definitely not. It was about four feet tall and slender to the point of emaciation. It had blue-green skin, bulging eyes, and four long, thin arms.  
 
    “Is that an…,” asked Andrew excitedly. 
 
    “Hush! She’ll hear you! Yes, it’s an alien. Now let’s see if we can find rooms. The three men and their squirrel headed to the bar. Ray took the lead. 
 
    “Hey, bartender,” he started. 
 
    “Yeah?” she answered. “You want a drink?” Her voice was soft and melodious. Andrew was immediately entranced. 
 
    “No thanks, we’re actually looking for rooms,” answered Ray. 
 
    “You’re going to have to talk to the boss about rooms,” she answered, pointing over towards the stage.                             There was nobody there. All three guys gave her an odd look. She sighed. 
 
    “Just listen, he’s easier to hear than see sometimes, especially when the lights are dim,” she responded. The guys did as she suggested, walking towards the stage with their ears open and eyes wide. 
 
    “M’Leep! Be careful with those mugs! Rondo! Quit hitting on the customers! Chalandra! Pour me a drink! I’m going to get warmed up; these people need to be entertained! Luckily, they have me!” They saw a tiny, glowing figure on the edge of the stage and heard what sounded like bagpipes being inflated. As they drew closer they saw a man, maybe six inches tall, with bluish silver hair and blue whorl tattoos on his shoulders and pecs, who was wearing nothing but tight, knee length leather pants. He had tiny little wings that matched the color of his hair and was preparing bagpipes. He looked up as they walked over. 
 
    “What do you want? Can’t you see I’m busy?” he demanded.  
 
    They just looked at him, dumbfounded.  
 
    “Are you stupid? Do you not understand what Ruul is saying?” he continued, his tone condescending as he looked the guys up and down. “Why do you have a squirrel? We don’t allow rodents in here!” 
 
    “Dude, are you a…faerie?” asked Andrew. The small man started to turn red, dropped his bagpipes, and flew right up in Andrew’s face. 
 
    “FAERIE? FAERIE?! I AM A PIXIE YOU ENORMOUS SHEEP SHAGGER!” The pixie then started punching Andrew in the nose. It didn’t really hurt, but it was annoying. 
 
    “Ow! Stop it dude! I’m sorry okay? I’ve never seen a pixie before!”  
 
    “Ruul will accept your apology, as you are obviously an idiot. Don’t let it happen again,” replied the pixie with a glare. “Now, what do you want?” 
 
    “Umm, Ruul, sir. I assume you’re the owner of this place?” asked Ray hesitantly. Ruul nodded, pleased at being called “sir.” “We were told we needed to talk to you about getting rooms?”  
 
    Ruul nodded. “We have rooms, yes. What will you offer for them?” They all looked confused. 
 
    “We have a little money…” started Joe. 
 
    “Of course, we will take your moneys,” said Ruul. “What else?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Ruul does not enjoy speaking to so many of you. This one,” he pointed at Ray, “the less stupid looking one, can speak. They rest of you will remain silent!” he ordered. “If you are going to stay here, I expect work as well!” 
 
    “You want us to pay you so we can work here?” asked Ray. Ruul grinned and nodded. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem quite right…” responded Ray. Ruul frowned. 
 
    “You will get to keep part of any tips you might earn. Now, what can you do?” The guys shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve done some bartending; I can help with that,” answered Joe. 
 
    “I can bounce, I guess,” added Andrew. Ruul looked confused. 
 
    “What good is jumping up and down?” he asked. 
 
    “I mean, I can take care of anyone that gets violent and stuff. Kick them out.”  
 
    Ruul nodded. “That could be funny; you look skinny and weak. My customers will beat you to a pulp! Alright, you can bounce.”  
 
    Ray just walked over and picked up one of the guitars, a classic electric guitar by the look of it. He strummed it a bit, made a few adjustments, and broke into a high-powered rendition of Johnny B. Goode. Everyone in the building turned to watch as he put on a tremendous performance, and there was a great deal of applause after he played the last note. Balzac stood on the floor with his jaw dropped in shock. 
 
    “I can play a little guitar,” Ray said. 
 
    “You are nearly as good as Ruul! You may be an entertainer! M’Leep! Come take our guests to their room!” shouted the pixie. Everyone expected the small alien to walk over but, instead, the handsome man came and led them upstairs. 
 
    “What does the squirrel do?” asked Ruul as they started away. “We won’t have freeloaders here!” 
 
    “Pretty much nothing except play with his nuts,” said Andrew with a grin. Balzac gave him a dirty look. Ruul shook his head and shooed them away. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    “So, your name is M’Leep?” started Ray as their guide led them up to their room. 
 
    “No. My name is John,” he replied. 
 
    “Then why…?” 
 
    “Ruul says he can’t be bothered to learn the names of lesser beings. He just picks something and calls us that. Frank, the little guy with four arms, didn’t like it much at first, but you learn to live with it. The only one he doesn’t do that with is Chalandra. I think she threatened to cut his balls off if he got her name wrong,” he continued.                                           “Anyway, here’s your room. Drop your crap off and get back downstairs. The boss will expect you to start immediately.” With that, he handed over the key and went back downstairs. 
 
    The guys entered the room. It was modestly furnished, with three small beds and a couple ratty chairs. There was a bathroom attached, which each of the men used gratefully. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be so excited by toilet paper!” exclaimed Andrew. “I was afraid it didn’t exist anymore.” 
 
    “What would people wipe their asses with, then?” asked the cranky squirrel. “We didn’t suddenly become barbarians just because the world ended!” 
 
    “Maybe we should just head back down,” interrupted Ray. He was excited to get back to the guitars. He hadn’t played in ages and had forgotten how much he enjoyed it. 
 
    “What was that, anyway?” asked Balzac. “I had no idea you could play.” 
 
    “Why would you? You never asked,” pointed out Ray. “You know how Andrew and Joe had to do something physical growing up? Well, my parents made me get into music. I can play guitar, piano, and the drums. I sing a little too,” he said smugly. 
 
    “He’s pretty good, little dude. Pretty much a one-man band. You should be more open-minded instead of thinking we’re worthless because we don’t want to be heroes,” admonished Joe. Balzac started to deny the allegation, but shut his mouth when he realized that Joe was right. He hung his head instead. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m trying. I really am. It’s just that you all keep surprising me in different ways. Everything you do, and even some of what you say, shows me that you could be great heroes. I’m still trying to accept it isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s okay. You’ll figure it out soon enough. So how are we going to find those bandits?” said Andrew. 
 
    “And there you go, sounding like an adventurer,” muttered Balzac. 
 
    “Oops, didn’t mean to. But we need to take them out so we can settle in somewhere. The slaving thing isn’t cool. I don’t want to fight anyone, but I have to draw the line somewhere,” answered Andrew. The other guys nodded their agreement. Balzac threw up his fuzzy little hands. 
 
    “Gah! This is why I get so confused! You can’t act like a slacker one second and a hero the next!” 
 
    “Obviously we can,” pointed out Joe. Balzac gave up. Again. 
 
    “Whatever. While you all work for the pixie, I’ll scout around town. Nobody will notice a squirrel listening in. I’m sure someone will have some information. I’ll share it when I hear something.” With that, they headed back to the bar to do their jobs. 
 
    The next few weeks were pretty peaceful. Joe tended the bar with Chalandra, Ray played for the people, and Andrew provided security, not that any was needed. Crowds at the Purloined Pixie were generally well-behaved, less due to any fear of Andrew and more due to the desire to keep from angering the owner. Ruul had a bad habit of pissing all over anyone that upset him. 
 
    Balzac scurried all over town during that time, trying to get information on the bandits. He didn’t have much luck, however. Most people in the city were terrified of them and rarely spoke of them. All he learned was that they had a strong presence in the city, they ran protection rackets on most of the businesses, and their camp was in the woods nearby.  
 
    “This is getting frustrating,” stated Ray during one of his breaks. The three guys were sitting at the bar taking a break as Balzac reported another failure to get any useful information. “I like playing and all, but we aren’t getting anywhere. To be honest, Ruul is getting on my nerves and I’d like to move on,” he added in a whisper. The others all agreed. 
 
    “What’s frustrating?” asked Chalandra. She’d proven herself a pleasant coworker, although one that wouldn’t take shit from anyone. The guys all looked at each other warily. 
 
    “Oh, nothing. We’d just hoped to have accomplished more by now,” added Joe. 
 
    “Bullshit,” she retorted. “You all are here for a reason and it isn’t to work for that air-headed pixie! I see you all watching people; I know you’re looking for something or someone. Now spill! I can probably help you find what you need.” She glared at all of them as she spoke. 
 
    “Fine. We’re trying to find the bandits that have a base near here. We had a…disagreement with them and decided they should be taken out. We don’t hold with kidnapping and slavery,” stated Ray. Trusting her was a risk, but it wasn’t like they were getting very far relying on Balzac. 
 
    “That’s…ambitious of you. Those are bad people. I know there’s more to you guys than you let on, but you seem more like slackers than heroes,” she said dubiously. Balzac nodded his agreement. 
 
    “We can handle them,” Andrew assured, “if we can find them, that is.” 
 
    “Right. Well, they don’t come here often. They don’t want to mess with Ruul; he’s one of the only people around that won’t pay their protection money. They don’t want to mess with him enough to push it often. He’s much more dangerous than he looks,” stated Chalandra. 
 
    “Do they ever come here?” asked Joe. Chalandra nodded. 
 
    “Rarely. Usually once a month or so to stir up trouble and try to intimidate Ruul into paying. They usually run from his golden shower though. It’s amazing how much piss that little body can produce!” she laughed. 
 
    “Any idea on where to find their base?” asked Ray. Chalandra shook her head. 
 
    “That’s a closely guarded secret. All I know is it’s well defended and impossible to find. You could blunder through the woods for years and never find it, despite its size. Your best bet is to find some bandits and have your rodent here tail them,” advised the barkeep. Balzac bristled at the rodent comment. 
 
    “I have a name! I resent being called rodent!” he replied hotly. Chalandra laughed. 
 
    “I knew it! I knew this little fuzzball could talk! Either that, or you all were weirder than I thought. I see you guys huddled up with him all the time, acting like you’re listening to him.” 
 
    “Oops,” stated Balzac sheepishly. The guys just shook their heads. 
 
    “Back to work! Bard, go play something! Stupid-head and Chalandra, clean up the bar! Stinky, go…lean on a wall or something,” ordered Ruul. He shook his head. “Why do I keep you here again?” 
 
    They all did as they were told, getting ready for the nightly rush. 
 
    Crowds at the bar had grown steadily since Ray started playing. His music was very popular and word was getting out that the Purloined Pixie was the place to be. It had always been fairly popular, in spite of the strong possibility of getting pissed on by a pixie (or maybe because of it). Ruul’s place was considered neutral territory, a safe haven for all. Ruul, despite his many faults, didn’t care what you were or where you came from. As far as he was concerned, everyone was equally inferior. As long as you paid your tab and didn’t start anything, you were safe inside his walls. People feared the wrath of Ruul.  
 
    However, trouble came to visit a few days after their conversation with Chalandra. One evening, just before the evening rush, three strangers walked into the bar. One was obviously a cyborg; he had a robotic leg and two robotic arms. One of his companions was enormous, easily seven feet tall and about half that wide; his grey skin and disfigured face showed that he was at least part ogre. The third was the classic “tall, dark, and handsome” type. The only thing marring his looks was the perpetual sneer on his face. 
 
    The three sat down at a table near the stage, sitting quietly while Ray began to warm up for his evening set. The cyborg and half-ogre each ordered drinks from John, while the third member waved him off. 
 
    “They’re going to be trouble,” Chalandra told Joe quietly as they filled the drink orders. “I guess we’re going to see if your brother is as tough as he thinks he is.” Joe nodded, worried that Andrew would be in over his head. 
 
    “I figure he’s totally dicked,” commented Balzac nonchalantly from his seat on the bar. “He might take the cyborg if he can avoid getting hit, but the ogre will tear him apart. And I’ve got a bad feeling about the other one; I figure he’s the most dangerous of the bunch.”  
 
    Ray had obviously picked up on the menacing vibe they were putting off. He was watching the three strangers carefully as he continued to tune his instrument. 
 
    Andrew, as usual, was totally oblivious to the newcomers. He was chatting up an attractive young lady in the corner and apparently hadn’t even seen them come in.  
 
    Meanwhile, John took their drinks over to them and was rudely dismissed. The cyborg shot his finger of whisky, grimaced, and approached the bar with a cruel look on his face. 
 
    “What kind of piss is this?” he shouted at Chalandra. “I ordered the best whiskey in the house! This tastes like mutant skunk urine! Give me a bottle of the good stuff!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. Coming right up!” she replied, hoping to avoid trouble. His companions were snickering at their table, clearly enjoying the show. Ray started playing in earnest, trying to distract everyone. Andrew, somehow, still had no clue what was going on. The cyborg took the bottle from Chalandra’s hand and poured himself a drink, purposefully spilling half the bottle on the bar as he did so. He took another slug of his drink, made a face, and slammed the glass down, shattering it on the bar. He gave Chalandra a cruel grin. 
 
    “Oh, it appears I’ve spilled some of this shit you call whiskey. Let me clean it up for you.” Instead of grabbing the bar towel, he grabbed Balzac and ran him across the bartop, wiping up the spilled drink with the squirrel’s fur. 
 
    “AAAARGH! WHAT THE FU….!” screamed the squirrel as the cyborg launched him across the room after sloshing him through the whiskey. Balzac slammed into Ray’s guitar, knocking it from his hands. The dark man grinned slightly as the half-ogre stood and laughed. 
 
    “That was the best entertainment we’ve had since we got here! A whole lot better than that shit guitar playing!”  
 
    Ray swiftly checked on Balzac, found him still breathing, and turned to the three strangers. 
 
    “What the hell?” he asked angrily, only for the ogre to laugh at him. Andrew finally looked up from his girl. 
 
    “You guys are going to have to leave. You can’t come in here and try to tear up the bar,” he said evenly. The three of them looked at him and laughed. 
 
    “And why not?” asked the dark man. He disappeared suddenly, and reappeared right in front of Andrew. “Perhaps the pixie in charge will regret turning down our generous offer of protection,” he said with a sneer. 
 
     Just then, Andrew’s face twisted in pain. His stomach rolled as his ass erupted violently. The girl he had been flirting with gasped and ran out of the building. The dark man gave him a look as he ripped ass again. 
 
    “Are you well?” asked the dark man. “It seems you are in some sort of distress. Would you like me to end your pain?” He flashed a fang as spoke. “Or, would you rather preserve your life and leave this place? It’s your choice.” 
 
     Andrew responded by throwing a punch directly at the man’s smug face. Much to his surprise, the man caught his hand and started to squeeze. Andrew’s face echoed his agony as the pain forced him to his knees. The half-ogre laughed and stepped up to prevent Ray from interfering, while the cyborg smirked at Joe and Chalandra before walking over to Andrew and the dark man. Joe’s face was thunderous and he started to go after him, but Chalandra put a hand on his arm and shook her head. He scowled but subsided. 
 
    “You got some balls on you, boy. Taking a swing at the boss like that. Guess I get to have some fun.” 
 
     Andrew grimaced again; his hand began to glow golden and he started to stand. The dark man’s hand, or rather, the vampire’s, started to smoke as he released Andrew with a scream. The cyborg looked angry and threw a punch at Andrew, but the healer ducked the swing. 
 
    “Pretty good kid, but you can’t win this,” said the cyborg with a grin. “Tell you what, in the spirit of fair play, I’ll give you one free shot. Do your worst.”  
 
    The vampire looked at him and smirked. The cyborg stood with his hands on his hips and a smile on his face. Andrew took advantage of the cyborg’s generous offer and swung a tremendous kick right into the cyborg’s crotch. There was a scream of agony as he made contact. The blow raised the metal man off his feet, but the scream didn’t come from his throat. Andrew was writhing on the ground, having crushed half the bones in his foot against the man’s metal crotch. The three villains laughed again. 
 
    “Nice try, but I lost those sometime ago. Looks like those balls of yours aren’t going to do you any good,” he taunted. 
 
    “You want balls? I’ll give you balls! Joe, whip your balls out and smack him in the face with them!” screamed Andrew. The cyborg looked confused. 
 
    “You want one of your buddies to hit me with his balls? What’s that supposed to accomplish? A lethal tea bagging?” he scoffed. Now, it was Andrew’s turn to grin.  
 
    “Just wait, you nutless ass-cabbage! Go Joe!” 
 
     Joe’s balls did not start flying through the air. Instead, he gestured and the cyborg backhanded the vampire, knocking him across the room. 
 
    “Oh, shit! What just happened? I’m sorry! It wasn’t me!” he said frantically. The half-ogre looked surprised and moved forward again. Ray took advantage of his distraction and shot a blast of fire across the bar. The half-ogre ducked the fire, smashing a table in the process. 
 
    Joe chose that time to unleash his balls, directly at the cyborg’s head. His mighty balls slammed into the cyborg’s head repeatedly, knocking him from his feet and unconscious at the same time. The half-ogre jumped to his feet and started to charge Andrew, for some reason seeing him as the source of all their problems. However, a large, hairy hand stopped his forward progress as nearly eight foot of pissed off werewolf grabbed him by the throat and lifted him from his feet. 
 
    “That’s far enough, asshole!” growled John. The half-ogre managed to release a flood of smelly piss before being choke slammed through the floor. 
 
    “Holy shit! You’re a werewolf!” shouted Andrew. “That is so cool!” The vampire took the opportunity to make a run for it. 
 
    “What happened to my bar!” screamed Ruul as he flew in. He saw the vampire making a run for it. “You will not escape the wrath of Ruul!” With that, the bar exploded with light and the vampire turned to dust. Ruul continued to rant and rave, finally lowering his breeches and pissing in the dust, and all over the half-ogre and the cyborg. Joe started to say something but Chalandra stopped him. 
 
    “Let him finish. You don’t want to interrupt him mid-stream or you’re gonna get pissed on too,” she warned. 
 
    Ruul turned on them. “Why didn’t you stop them? Look at what they did to my place!” 
 
    “We did the best we could. If we hadn’t done what we did, they would have destroyed the place instead of damaging it,” defended Andrew. 
 
    “Why did you bring them here?” screamed Ruul. 
 
    “We didn’t! They were after you! They were talking about you refusing their protection!” answered Ray. Ruul was livid. 
 
    “Stupid bandits! Start cleaning up this mess! And tie those two up! We will question them later.” 
 
    “Andrew, you better do something about your foot. It’s gotta be broken,” commented Ray. Andrew nodded and focused. Golden light surrounded his foot, and soon it was as good as new. Joe was speaking with Chalandra during Ruul’s rant. 
 
    “How did he do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Dust the vampire? He fired off a globe of daylight spell. He doesn’t look it, but Ruul is extremely powerful,” she said, her voice full of respect. “He also hates bar fights. Apparently some idiot barbarian assistant of his got drunk and started one that ended up with Ruul getting his head cut off. Consumed by grief and guilt, the assistant and the rest of the party had him resurrected, but left him at the temple, too ashamed to face him after that. He did some more adventuring before wandering through a portal and ending up here. Most people are smart enough to just leave him alone; apparently this crew wasn’t.”  
 
    “He had his head cut off?” 
 
     Chalandra nodded. “I wouldn’t ask about it. He prefers not to discuss it. Unless he’s drunk, then he won’t shut up. That misadventure gave him a healthy respect for priests and healers, and he’d do anything for them.”  
 
    Joe nodded in understanding. 
 
    “You!” screamed Ruul, pointing at Joe. “Go get a broom and sweep up that vampire!” Joe nodded and headed to the closet. Ray, John, and Frank were busy binding the cyborg and half-ogre. Andrew walked over to check on Balzac. 
 
    Balzac was laid out on his back with his little arms and legs spread out. Andrew, not knowing what else to do, poked him in the stomach. 
 
    “Ow.” 
 
    “Are you okay, little dude?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “Yesh, I feel gooood,” Balzac slurred. He sat up slowly and wobbled a bit. “Why is the room shp…shpinning?” 
 
    “I think you’re drunk,” laughed Andrew. Balzac attempted to stand on his hind legs but couldn’t quite get there.  
 
    “Nonshenshe! I am a shquirr…shquir…a…”  
 
    “Squirrel,” Andrew supplied helpfully. 
 
    “That. With godlike power, I don’t get…drunk…” Balzac hiccuped and burped. 
 
    “Okay, why don’t you just sit here and get your bearings for a minute?” Andrew suggested gently. Balzac nodded and started to tip over, but Andrew caught him and propped him up by the piano leg. 
 
    Ruul flittered over to Andrew. 
 
    “How are you walking? Did you not shatter your foot on the shiny one’s crotch?” Andrew didn’t want to lie, but didn’t really want to reveal his power either. The warnings from Balzac had scared him. But right now, he didn’t see that he had much of a choice. 
 
    “Umm, I healed it. I’m actually a healer. Don’t tell anyone though! I don’t want people coming after me to use my power.” Ruul looked at him incredulously.  
 
    “You are a healer? But you are also stupid?” The pixie arched his eyebrows skeptically, but it didn’t take too long for him to get over the contradiction. “Ruul loves healers! Why didn’t you tell me sooner! Ruul will give you anything you want!” Andrew wasn’t sure how to respond, but he was saved from thinking when he heard Joe yell from the closet. 
 
    “Holy shit!”  
 
    Andrew and Ray ran to the closet to find out what the problem was now. Joe walked out holding a box of Magic: The Gathering cards. 
 
    “What the hell? Where did you get those?” demanded Ray. 
 
    “The closet is full of them!” Joe explained excitedly. “There are cases and cases of them! Never opened packs! There are even D&D books, character sheets, and dice in there!” Andrew and Ray looked at each other before rushing into the closet. 
 
    “Oh. My. God!” stated Ray in awe. Joe was right, there were countless cards and books in the back of the closet. They turned around to find Ruul and Chalandra staring at them. 
 
    “Where did these come from?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “You like them?” asked Ruul.  
 
    Andrew nodded. “Very much.” 
 
    “They are yours! A gift to the healer!” beamed Ruul before fluttering away. Chalandra just laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “All of that stuff was here when Ruul took over the place and turned it into a pub. He talked about using them for coasters, but never got around to it. I take it you know what they are?”  
 
    All three guys nodded their heads. They had tears of joy in their eyes. 
 
    “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to us!” gushed Joe. “We need to protect them!” With that, he called up the metal he had placed around the bar and made a giant box to put the cards, books, and everything else in. As soon as the boys moved it all into the box, he sealed it up. 
 
    “We’ll go through this stuff later,” he said, with impressive self-control. “I think Ruul is ready to start questioning our uninvited guests.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    The cyborg woke up first. 
 
    “Where’s Ward?” he asked groggily, after testing his bonds. 
 
    “Who’s Ward?” asked Ray. 
 
    “What’s Ward?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Why’s Ward?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “You’re all idiots,” added Chalandra. “If you’re talking about your vampire friend, he’s the pile of dust by your feet.” The cyborg looked stricken. 
 
    “You’re dead! You’re all dead! Do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Kicked your asses,” Andrew said smugly. 
 
    “Nobody does that to the Raiders! The Queen is gonna come for you!” yelled the cyborg. 
 
    “Raiders?” asked Joe dangerously. 
 
    “Damn right! We’re the Raiders and this is our territory!” retorted the cyborg defiantly. 
 
    “BULLSHIT! THIS IS CHIEF’S TERRITORY! FUCK YOU, AL DAVIS!” screamed Joe at the sky. Everyone but Ray and Andrew stared at him like he was crazy. The two friends just shook their heads. 
 
    “Ignore him, he’s a huge Chiefs fan,” explained Ray. Everyone just looked at him blankly. He sighed. “Never mind. What queen are you talking about?” 
 
    “Our Queen! Ward was her favorite, so she’s gonna tear this town apart looking for you dipshits! You’re dead, you just don’t know it yet!” 
 
    “Are you threatening Ruul?” Ruul asked. “I WILL KILL YOU!” He started for the cyborg but Chalandra caught him. 
 
    “Hold up, boss. We need to figure a few things out before you execute anyone.” Ruul glared at her but stopped. She released him. “If we kill all of them, more are just going to come looking. You’ll lose the bar.” 
 
    “I will destroy them all!” he responded angrily. The cyborg laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, right! No little faerie’s gonna destroy us!” Ruul turned purple. 
 
    “I. AM. A. PIXIE!” 
 
    “If it weren’t for these idiots, you’d have your wings pinned to the Queen’s wall.” The cyborg looked at Andrew. “She’s gonna kill you for dusting Ward. And she’s gonna take her time doing it!” 
 
    “W-What? I didn’t…” Andrew stuttered.  
 
    Chalandra was shaking her head. “I saw you burn his hand. I don’t know how you did it, but you’re responsible…” 
 
    “SLEEP!” commanded Ruul. There was a quick flash of light and the cyborg passed out. 
 
    “What just happened?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Magic!” shouted Ruul. “I was tired of listening to him!” 
 
    “So, what do we do with them?” asked Andrew. Joe was still muttering about Raiders and had quit paying attention. “I don’t feel good about killing them.” Ray nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Should we turn them over to the guard?” he asked. Chalandra shook her head. 
 
    “No. Most of the guard is corrupt and would just let them go. We need a plan. Preferably something that won’t get innocents hurt or the bar destroyed.” 
 
    “You know, this gives us an opportunity. We were going to search for the bandits to take them out, but now we can get them to come to us,” Ray mused. 
 
    “Are you insane?” she demanded. “You all can’t possibly stand up to the Raiders! There are far too many and they are far too powerful! So what if you can shoot fire and he has metal balls? You’ll die!” 
 
    “You have metal balls?” asked Ruul. “Show me your balls!” Joe looked confused, but did as ordered. Soon Ruul had a half dozen metal balls orbiting him. He looked delighted. 
 
    “We’re stronger than you think. Besides, we have Balzac. He’ll help us come up with a good plan.” Balzac let out a loud snore and a fart that was totally out of proportion with his body. Chalandra looked doubtful. 
 
    “If you say so. But we still have to decide what to do with these pricks.” 
 
    “We should let them go,” said Andrew. They all gave him a look. 
 
    “What? We aren’t going to kill them—” Ruul muttered darkly at that— “so we could send them with a message, telling this queen where to meet us.” Ray and Joe looked at each other. 
 
    “That could work. We’d need to go outside the walls, though. I don’t want anyone getting hurt. If we could find someone to sneak into their compound to free the slaves while we confront her…” suggested Ray 
 
    “We don’t know where that is,” pointed out Joe. 
 
    “I know, we’ll have to figure that out. Do you think Stubby could track these guys?” Ray asked. Andrew paused before nodding. 
 
    “I bet he could. I’ll have to ask him when I go check on him.” Stubby hadn’t been allowed to stay at the bar, and him being in the city at all would attract too much attention, so he’d been hanging out in the forest nearby. He seemed happy with the arrangement. Andrew went out every day or so to check on him. 
 
    “I think I saw some of those plantling things Mo had with him last time I went out. Maybe they’ll help, too.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you guys are talking about, but good luck with whatever you decide. I’ll just be here, tending bar,” stated Chalandra. 
 
    “You could come with us and help,” offered Joe. He had a bit of a crush on the beautiful bartender and was hurt that she was dismissing them so easily. 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m not a fighter. Just a little half-succubus trying to make her way in the world,” she replied. 
 
    “Half succubus? What’s the other half?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Out of your league,” she replied with a smile. “Besides, I’m not into guys. 
 
    “You’re a lesbian?” blurted out Andrew. She nodded. 
 
    “A lesbian succubus?” Ray added. She nodded again. 
 
    “Why would a leshbian suck a bus?” asked Balzac drunkenly. He’d sat up to make his comment, but fell right back over. Everyone burst out in laughter, nobody more so than Chalandra. After they all calmed down, they continued to try to work out a plan. 
 
    Andrew started knocking on the cyborgs head. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey! Time for you to leave!” he yelled. 
 
    “Wha…What? What do you mean, leave? You aren’t going to kill us?” asked the confused cyborg. 
 
    “Nope, we aren’t into killing. You get to leave on two conditions. First, never come here again. Second, take a message to your queen. We will be happy to meet up with her, outside of town, at this location. We will be there in three days. If she wants to throw down, that’s when and where it will take place. Got it?” replied Andrew. The cyborg nodded. 
 
    “Now, get your buddy here and get out!” The cyborg complied as quickly as possible, all but dragging his half-ogre partner out the door. 
 
    “You ready Balzac?” The squirrel nodded unsteadily and quietly followed the pair out. A few minutes later the power started to flicker. 
 
    “What the hell?” asked Ray. They rushed outside and noticed a nasty smell. They started looking around, finally spotting a smoking Balzac hanging from a power line with his front paws. His back paws were sitting on the lower line. 
 
    “DAMMIT CLARENCE! YOU GAVE US A DEFECTIVE SQUIRREL!” Andrew yelled up at the sky while shaking his fist. Thunder rolled across the sky, sounding like a giant laughing. Joe shook his head and sent a metal ball up to slap the squirrel off the wire. He landed with a thud on the ground. 
 
    “Owww!” wheezed the squirrel. Andrew sighed and quickly healed Balzac. 
 
    “You’re an idiot. You know that, right?” said Ray. 
 
    “It’s not my fault! I run across that line all the time! I figured it was a good way to stay out of sight, but I slipped,” responded Balzac. 
 
    “You don’t usually do it drunk, though!” noted Ray. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That might have contributed,” admitted Balzac. 
 
    “Now we don’t know where they went!” whined Andrew. 
 
    “Guess you need to check on Stubby,” stated Joe. 
 
    “Guys,” started Ray, “Stubby never got his scent, so there’s no way he can follow him.” They gave him a blank look. 
 
    “He can’t follow a scent he never got, right?” Ray tried again. The brothers looked at each other. 
 
    “Oh, I guess not. What now?” said Andrew. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the bar and get our things. We need to get out to the meetup site and prepare,” answered Ray. 
 
    “But we don’t meet up for three days! Why would we want to sit out there when we can be comfortable here in town?” whined Andrew. 
 
    “I think we need to spend some time getting ready and planning things out. Besides, I don’t think we’re going to accomplish much more in town,” said Ray. 
 
    They headed back to the Purloined Pixie to grab their stuff and say their goodbyes. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Chalandra. John and Frank looked dubious. 
 
    “You’re all stupid!” encouraged Ruul. “Why would you go out there at all? Ruul can protect you!”  
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on that,” stated Chalandra. “You can’t count on anyone in this town; the Raiders are too powerful and have too much influence. Not that going out on your own is a good idea either. You’re just making yourself more vulnerable out there.” 
 
    “You have a better idea?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Well, no,” she replied. “It just seems you are putting yourself in unnecessary danger.” 
 
    “If we’re out there, they won’t come after you guys. Besides, if we get out there early we can prepare some surprises,” said Ray. “Do you all have any information or advice?” 
 
    “Don’t die?” offered John. 
 
    “Piss on them all!” advised Ruul. Chalandra shook her head. 
 
    “I think they’re looking for something a little more concrete. We don’t know much about them. There are quite a few of them; nobody knows how many. Some are basic human,” she said, “and we only know of the one cyborg and half-ogre. There are also rumors of several vampires. Well, at least one less now than there used to be. There might be a necromancer, too, but nobody knows for sure.” 
 
    “We killed some zombies on the way here,” stated Andrew. 
 
    “Yeah, they weren’t tough,” bragged Joe. 
 
    “They must not have had the necromancer with them then. They are a lot stronger with their owner around. Look, there’s no telling how many you’re going to face or if they’ll show up at all. I think this is a needless risk,” stated Chalandra. 
 
    “Well, it’s all we’ve got. That information helps; if you guys want to come join the party, we’d love the help,” said Andrew hopefully. Ruul and his people shook their heads.  
 
    “Our place is here. They may decide to hit the Purloined Pixie, so we need to protect our home!” stated John.  
 
    “It was worth a shot,” said Ray. They started gathering their stuff and headed out of town. The guard they met on the way into the city stopped them as they arrived at the gate. 
 
    “You boys are a special kind of stupid aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” answered Andrew without thinking. The other two gave him a dirty look and Balzac snorted out a squirrelly laugh. The guard just looked incredulous and pulled them aside. 
 
    “You killed one of the high ranking Raiders and you challenged the Queen? That’s all kinds of stupid. Or suicidal. Why would you do something like that?”  
 
    Ray sighed. “We ran into some of these jerk-offs before; they like to hurt women and children. We don’t hold with that. Once we get this taken care of, we’re going to go hide out somewhere and never fight again.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to die. But good luck!” 
 
    “I don’t guess you want to help or anything?” asked Joe. The guard laughed. 
 
    “No way. I’d rather live, thanks. If you actually do  survive, give me a call. I’ll buy you all a drink!” With that, he let them go. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    “You guys need to do some training,” stated Balzac, “and you don’t have much time.” 
 
    “What kind of training?” asked Joe. “We know how to use our powers.” They all agreed, feeling very confident in their abilities. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “Look, you have a basic grasp on what you can do, but I think you’re all capable of more. Joe, you probably have the greatest understanding of your abilities— relatively speaking— but you’re only scratching the surface,” the squirrel said. “Ray, I’m betting you can control more than fire and air, and you’ve barely even practiced what you can do with air!”  
 
    “Andrew,” he continued, “you’ve figured out healing, but what about the rest? Other than farting at supernatural evil, what have you done?” Andrew started to defend himself, but Balzac held up a paw. “I know, you stopped and exploded some zombies. But do you know how you did it? Could you do it on command? What else can you do? A lot of priests can cast regular spells, but you’ve shown no ability to do that at all. Don’t you guys want to know what you can really do?” They looked at each other and came to an instant decision. 
 
    “Alright, when do we start?” asked Ray. 
 
    “Let’s get to our campsite first. We also need to grab Stubby on the way.” Balzac sighed. “And I’m probably gonna have to get Clarence to help us out too.” He didn’t look happy about that. 
 
    “Can’t he just help us with those stupid Raiders?” asked Joe. Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “No, all we can really do is find and aid heroes, not actually interfere in conflicts. Getting him to help with training is pushing it, but hopefully he’ll be willing to help.” 
 
    “Dude, you take an active part in everything we do. You can’t say you don’t interfere,” pointed out Andrew. 
 
    “I interfere as a squirrel, not with my full powers. When I’m down here, I’m only what I appear to be, nothing more. I can’t access my greater powers to help.”  
 
    “Oh, well that sucks,” said Joe sympathetically. “It would have been nice if you guys could just POOF them away.” 
 
    “You guys really love that term don’t you?” asked the squirrel. They all nodded.  
 
    “Well, we’re far enough from the walls now, so do you think you could just pull up the carpet to get us there?” asked Balzac.  
 
    After Joe agreed and called up his metal magic carpet, they all hopped on, taking extra care of the enormous box holding all of the cards and game books they’d gotten from Ruul. They were saving those for when this whole mess was over. 
 
    Before heading southeast to the meeting site, Joe took them to the edge of the forest where Stubby usually waited on them. Stubby was indeed waiting when they got there, as were a few surprises. 
 
    “Squirrel?” asked the Plantlings cuddled up to the demon bear. Balzac face palmed. 
 
    “I’m here, what do you want?” asked the squirrel. He did not have fond memories of the humanoid plants. He really hoped they weren’t going to try to drag him off to be toilet paper for the Mo-Mo again. 
 
    “The Mo said wait for you,” replied one of them. “Had us looking for banditses,” stated another. “Found them! Found the banditses!” exclaimed a third. “The Mo will be happy!” 
 
    “Well, this changes things!” said Balzac happily. “Now we can go surprise them! We’ll have a better chance of taking them out!” The guys gave him looks of disgust. 
 
    “No way, fuzzy dude,” said Joe. Andrew nodded. 
 
    “We made a deal, Balzac. We said we’d meet them at a specific place and time. That’s what we’re gonna do,” said Ray. Balzac looked at them with his jaw open and his eyes wide. 
 
    “But, this would give us a huge advantage!” he protested. They shook their heads. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be right. We have to honor the deal,” stated Joe. 
 
    “THEY WOULDN’T! WE DON’T EVEN KNOW IF THEY ACCEPT THE DEAL!” argued Balzac. 
 
    “If they don’t show, we’ll go to them. Otherwise we play this straight,” said Ray. “It would be good to get some information on them before we fight though. Why don’t you go with the Plantlings and look around? Nobody will suspect a squirrel.” 
 
    “The last time I saw them, one of them threw me through a guitar. They know you all have a squirrel,” replied a very irritated Balzac. 
 
    “Yeah, but will they be able to tell you from all the other squirrels in the woods?” pointed out Andrew. Balzac knew when he was beaten and nodded. 
 
    “Fine. Are you dipshits waiting here for me, or do I need to find you at the meeting site?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Is it far to the bandit camp?” Ray asked the Plantlings. 
 
    “Not far! Not far!” they replied. 
 
    “We’ll wait. If you aren’t back by nightfall, we’re going on to the site. Do you want Stubby to go a little ways with you?” asked Andrew. Balzac considered it before shaking his head. 
 
    “No, I’m better off doing it alone. Like you said, they won’t be able to tell me apart from the other squirrels. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” With that, Balzac and the Plantlings disappeared into the forest. 
 
    “Clarence, I don’t know if you’re listening or if you can help, but please keep an eye on the little guy. We don’t want to lose him,” said Andrew quietly, gazing toward the sky. There was a soft rumble of thunder, as if agreeing to the request. Andrew smiled softly at that apparent reassurance, then let out a deep breath. “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess we practice,” said Joe. “I’m not sure how though. Should we spar or something?” 
 
    “I dunno. I’m not sure if that’s what Balzac meant,” said Ray. “Maybe we should practice with our powers before we try to fight.”  
 
    Joe nodded in agreement. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know if I can cast spells?” asked Andrew. “I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “What do priests do in-game?” asked Ray. “I’ve never played as one.” Neither of the others had either, so they were just as clueless. 
 
    “Pray, maybe?” suggested Joe.  
 
    Andrew shrugged and sat on the ground. “What are you gonna do?” he asked Ray. 
 
    “Play around with my air powers I guess. Maybe see if I can do anything else after a while. How about you?” Ray continued the questioning on to Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Joe admitted. “I’m pretty good with my magnetism already. I guess I can try to see what else I can do with my power, too.” With that decided, Ray and Joe walked away so they could practice in private. 
 
    Ray was wondering just what he could do with air. He’d already created an air-saw, and he knew he could create powerful gusts of wind to blow things away. What else was there? 
 
    What about an air-burst?, he thought to himself. With that thought firmly in his head, he went about trying it out. He placed his hands about a foot apart from each other and concentrated on creating a ball of air in between them. Before long, there was a small sphere of air swirling in his hands. He focused on concentrating it more and more. Soon the winds blew stronger and stronger, to the point where Ray was having a hard time holding it. After a few minutes, he lost control and it blew him across the clearing. 
 
    “Damn! That seems effective,” he said. “Now I just have to figure out how to use it without blowing myself away.” 
 
    A little more practice, and he was shooting orbs of dense air across the clearing, blowing up huge gouts of earth with every strike. “That’s awesome!” he yelled after yet another silent explosion. He sent another blast out, this one a little closer than he meant to. Huge rocks started to rain down on him, and he instinctively lifted his arms to protect himself. As if responding to his will, a shield of spinning air flowed from his upraised hands, neatly deflecting the falling earth. Okay, that’s even better, he thought.  
 
    Meanwhile, Joe was considering what he could with his own powers. “I’ve already figured out how to fly, throw metal around, and reshape it. What else is there?” he asked himself. He didn’t have a good answer. He sat there for a while, considering his options. “I could always use more metal,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe I can detect more?”               He closed his eyes and stretched out his hands, focusing on feeling the metal around him. It was easy to find the metal he’d brought with him, so he continued to reach out further and further. He felt more metal in the ground nearby so he pulled it up to add to his collection. He felt out further and found a large concentration in the forest, but he refrained from trying to pull it to him. There was far too much. I bet that’s where the bandit camp is, he thought. He marked the position in his mind and continued searching. More metal in various places kept popping up on his mental radar, but he ended up leaving most of it alone. He noticed his mighty metal balls rotating around his body. 
 
    “I wonder…”  
 
    He took some of the metal he’d pulled up and formed it into a roughly man-shaped object. He then focused his power, and the object started moving. First it raised and lowered its arms, then it took a few tentative steps, falling over on the second one. “Hmmm, I need to work on balance,” Joe said to himself. He quickly raised it back up and sat it on its feet. After rearranging the metal a bit, he was able to give his creation a lower center of gravity. It did better walking on the second attempt, and after a bit more practice, he had it running and jumping. 
 
    “Okay, this is awesome!” he shouted to no one. “I wonder if I can make it so Andrew and Ray can control it.” He gave it some thought and made a few magnetic bands, which he tried to match to spots on the automaton’s wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles. He put them on himself and started moving around. Sure enough, it started copying his every move. 
 
    This could be really useful, he thought. After this discovery, he, along with the automaton, trudged back to where he left Andrew. 
 
    Andrew wasn’t having the same success as his friends. He sat and meditated for a while, trying to calm his mind and focus on different spells. Nothing really came to him. After a while, he got tired of sitting there and stood. Sitting never was a great way for him to clear his head. Instead he started running through a few katas. As he went through the familiar movements, his focus improved and he felt a new energy running through his veins. He sped up his exercises, just flowing with the energy. Suddenly, he felt a strange sensation on a particularly strong movement. Along with this feeling, the sound of an explosion filled the area, and he opened his eyes. To his amazement, Andrew saw that a tree forty feet in front of him had been blown to smithereens and was lying in a smoking ruin. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he exclaimed. He repeated the movement and felt a powerful bolt of energy leave his hand and blow up another tree. Eager to hone this new skill, he spent the next little bit shooting energy bolts at random targets, until he was too exhausted to continue. 
 
    Joe and Ray both arrived back at approximately the same time. All three men were exhausted by their efforts.  
 
    “What the hell happened here?” wondered Ray. He looked over at Joe. “And what the hell is that?” he asked, looking up at Joe’s automaton. 
 
    “Dude!” Andrew exclaimed. “I’m freaking amazing! I can shoot energy out of my hands! Magic Missile bitches!” His two friends looked at him in amazement. 
 
    “That’s great! Congratulations!” said Joe. He knew how useless his brother had been feeling and how much this would help him. 
 
    “So…what’s that?” asked Andrew, pointing up at the metal man. 
 
    “Find out for yourself.” Joe took the metal bands from his arms and legs and showed Andrew how to put them on. He stood there, feeling ridiculous. 
 
    “Ummm, nothing’s happening,” he pointed out. Joe grinned. 
 
    “Move,” he commanded. Andrew did as he was told and was shocked to see the metal man copy his movements. 
 
    “Holy Pacific Rim! This is fantastic!” Andrew said as he flipped off Ray. The metal man did not repeat the gesture.  
 
    “I haven’t done fine skills like that. Guess I’ll have to make a ring for each finger,” stated Joe. 
 
    “Might be a good idea,” agreed Ray, clearly awestruck by Joe’s creation. “That way it can lift and carry as well as punch.”  
 
    Joe nodded thoughtfully. “Good idea. Did you have any luck?” he asked Ray. Ray nodded and explained what he’d accomplished.  
 
    It was getting dark by the time they’d finished sharing their stories. Instead of heading towards the meeting site like they’d planned, they decided to wait on Balzac through the night. Nobody said it, but they were all getting worried about the little guy. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    A brutal storm blew up overnight, but the boys never noticed. At least, not until a massive bolt of lightning blasted through their shelter and blew them up against the walls. They woke up with bands of electricity shooting everywhere. And shouting. Lots of shouting. 
 
    “WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK, YOU DIPSHITS? HOW HAVE YOU SURVIVED THIS LONG?? I HAD ENOUGH THUNDER, LIGHTNING, AND EARTH SHAKING GOING ON TO CONVINCE EVEN THE DUMBEST ASSHOLE ALIVE THAT IT’S THE END OF THE WORLD! YOU THREE DON’T EVEN WAKE UP!” 
 
    The guys slowly managed to focus their bleary eyes on an enraged bunny, its fur all standing straight up, screaming profanities at them. 
 
    “What the hell, Clarence?” asked Andrew. Clarence zapped him for his troubles. 
 
    “Get your shit together, assholes! Balzac is hurt bad! You’ve got to help him!”  
 
    “What happened? Where is he?” asked Ray, immediately awake. 
 
    “He’s at the meeting site where you were supposed to be waiting!” he accused. 
 
    “We waited here! We figured he’d come here first and we wanted to be around when he showed up. Anyway, that can wait until we help him. Let’s go!” exclaimed Joe. 
 
    “He doesn’t have time for you to fly! Hold on!” 
 
    POOF! 
 
    All of the sudden they were somewhere else. Andrew heard Ray throwing up in the weeds, and Joe was face down on the ground. Then, Andrew looked up to see a horrible sight. 
 
    Balzac was staked to a tree, bloody and torn. His front right paw was missing, cut off at the wrist. The right side of his head was bloody, his fur and his eye both gone. His body’s bottom half had been skinned and his fluffy tail was nothing but a stub. And worst of all, the poor rodent seemed to be conscious. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Andrew whispered. 
 
    “There’s no time for that!” admonished Clarence. “He’s suffering! Help him!” Andrew nodded and stuck out his hand. Golden light spread to the squirrel; the bleeding stopped and the fur started growing back before their eyes. Andrew held the healing as long as he could, but it wasn’t quite enough. While the tail came back, it didn’t fill out completely. Likewise, his eye and paw were only healed partially. The moaning stopped and Balzac looked up at Andrew. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’ll try again. I just don’t have enough energy to finish the job right now. What happened to you?” 
 
    Clarence had already rushed to his brother and was checking him over. 
 
    “Are you okay little brother?” he asked quietly. Balzac nodded slowly. 
 
    “I think so. Thank you. And thank you too, Andrew. I’ve never been in so much pain,” replied the squirrel. 
 
    “We thought you were gonna die,” said Ray miserably. Joe nodded. 
 
    “I can’t die, not as long as you three live. No amount of damage will kill me. It will sure as hell hurt me though…” 
 
    “Why did you send him to that camp alone?” demanded an extremely angry Clarence.  
 
    “We thought he was the best way to get information on the Raiders,” answered Joe. “We figured they couldn’t possibly pick him out from all the other squirrels. If we knew he’d be in danger, there’s no way we would have let him go!”               
 
    “Easy, Clarence. It’s not their fault,” Balzac said gently. “They somehow recognized my energy or something. One minute I was scurrying around with no problem, the next the douche cyborg had me. Guys, they killed almost all the Plantlings, burned them alive!” All of them looked shocked by the news. 
 
    “Mo’s gonna be pissed,” stated Ray. 
 
    “Mo IS pissed,” shouted a deep booming voice. All five of them nearly jumped out of their skins as the great creature stepped into the light. 
 
    “Holy shit, Mo! You scared the shit out of us!” exclaimed Ray. 
 
    “Sorry, but those fuck sticks have to pay!” 
 
    “So are you going to help us fight?” asked Joe hopefully. Mo shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not a fighter, but I’ll help in another way. I assume those fiends are coming after you now?” They all nodded. “Good. I will free the prisoners and lead them to safety. The forest will help.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” replied Joe. He was a little disappointed, though. He’d been looking forward to seeing the legendary monster tear through people. 
 
    “We have another, bigger problem,” stated Balzac. “Their leader, the Bandit Queen? She’s a Lich.” 
 
     Clarence looked horrified, as did Mo and Ray. 
 
    “No shit she’s a bitch! Look what they did to you! Plus, they enslave kids! Why is this a bigger problem?” asked Andrew. Ray facepalmed. Balzac tried again. 
 
    “A LICH! Not a bitch! Although she is that, too.” 
 
    “A lick? She licks things, or things lick her?” asked Joe, clearly confused.  
 
    Ray decided to try. It looked like Balzac and Clarence were going to kill someone if his friends kept talking. 
 
    “A LICH! Undead sorcerer or necromancer. The soul is stored in a phylactery, and you can’t kill the lich without it!” 
 
    “Oh,” said Andrew and Joe in unison. “That could be a problem.” 
 
    “So, what now? We need to coordinate things. Are they still coming here?” Ray asked. Balzac nodded.  
 
    “Did you get any information before they caught you? Numbers, creatures? That sort of thing?” asked Ray. 
 
    “I didn’t get much before they caught me. But she gave me all the information while she tortured me. She didn’t ask me a single question, just explained what exactly she was going to bring to the assault. In detail. She said it didn’t matter what we knew, and that there was no way we could stop her. She’s even giving you extra time to prepare. She will show up in four days, when the full moon is at its peak in the sky.” Balzac shivered as he finished. 
 
    “That also gives her more time to prepare,” pointed out Clarence. 
 
    “And tells me when I need to rescue the slaves,” said Mo. He disappeared into the night. 
 
    “What forces is she bringing?” asked Joe. 
 
    “She doesn’t have a lot of troops, actually. She contracts out quite a bit of the racketeering to locals in various towns in return for her protection and pay. Her camp is full of vampires and zombies, and she also has the one cyborg and half-ogre. The prisoners are there to sell as slaves, feed the vampires, and create zombies. She’s going to bring a horde!” Balzac said. He was clearly terrified. 
 
    “How many vampires?” asked Andrew. 
 
    “A couple dozen,” Balzac answered. Ray, Andrew, and Joe sat back and started talking amongst themselves. After a bit, Ray looked up. 
 
    “We’re going to need more information about vampires in this world. Clarence, are you going to be able to help at all?”  
 
    Clarence shook his head. 
 
    “As much as I’d love to smite that bitch lich and her crew, I can’t get directly involved. Poofing you all to help Balzac was pushing it,” he replied. Ray stuck his head back into the group huddle. Andrew popped his out. 
 
    “Are vampires bothered by running water? What about holy water?”  
 
    The fuzzy forest creatures looked at each other. 
 
    “Running water gets them wet, but doesn’t stop them. However, holy symbols and water can turn them or destroy them,” stated Clarence. Andrew nodded his head and smiled. 
 
    “Fire, stake through the heart, and decapitation all work on them, right?” added Joe. The furry brothers nodded. 
 
    “And zombies can be destroyed by fire or by  destroying the brain?”  
 
    Balzac nodded. 
 
    “Is Andrew a priest? Can he bless water to make it holy?” asked Ray. Balzac and Clarence both shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe?” they answered. 
 
    “Is there any way to test it?” 
 
    “Find a vampire or demon that enjoys a little pain,” replied Clarence. Ray nodded and the guys went back to planning. 
 
    “How long are they going to do that?” whispered Clarence. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never seen them actually think before. It’s a miracle!” Balzac said happily. 
 
    “Do you think they have a chance?” asked Clarence. 
 
    “You know, I think they do. The structure of this group is especially suited to fighting the undead. It lines up with their morals as well. They don’t want to kill people, but vampires and zombies are not a problem. I’m just curious about this plan of theirs.” 
 
    “Clarence, does you making it rain count as direct interference?” asked Andrew. Clarence thought about it for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I can’t shoot lightning at your enemies or anything like that, but rain should be fine.” Andrew nodded and went back to plotting. This went on for what seemed like hours. Balzac and Clarence were getting bored watching them. Finally, the guys broke up their huddle and faced the critters. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve got a plan! We’ll show you some of the details in the morning. We’ve got a few new tricks up our sleeves, but for now, we’re exhausted,” explained Ray. With that, the three guys laid down and were immediately asleep. Balzac and Clarence just stood there, mystified. 
 
    “Well, this should be interesting,” said Clarence as he disappeared. Balzac could only nod as he curled up beside Ray and drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “WOO-HOOO!” shouted Balzac, “This is the greatest thing ever!” Balzac had been amazed and pleased to see what the guys were capable of. His favorite though, was Joe’s metal automatons. His little jaw dropped when he saw the guys take turns controlling it with the arm and leg bands, and he misted up a little when Joe made a giant squirrel for him to run. He was currently having a phenomenal time stomping around in the huge contraption. After a while, he decided he’d had enough and stopped.  
 
    “These could be fantastic for the upcoming battle,” he commented with glee. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” said Joe with a grin. Balzac rubbed his right paw with his left. Andrew had finished healing him first thing in the morning, and everything itched. 
 
    “When do I get to hear this plan of yours?” asked Balzac.  
 
    “Soon, dude. We need to practice a few things and get a grasp on some of our powers first,” said Ray. “For everything to work, I need to figure out how to control earth and water. Can you help with that?”  
 
    Balzac considered for a few minutes before nodding. “I think so,” he said. “Let’s work on it.” 
 
    “You know how you use air and fire?” Balzac asked. Ray nodded. 
 
    “Okay, do the same thing with the earth,” said the squirrel. 
 
    “Really? That’s your great advice?” Ray said incredulously. Balzac nodded and grinned. 
 
    “That’s helpful,” muttered Ray. “Why didn’t I think of that?” 
 
    “Because you’re an idiot?” answered Balzac with another grin. Ray concentrated on the ground and nothing happened… until a small rocket smacked him in the head. 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought you could use some incentive,” said Balzac as he chucked another rock at Ray’s head. 
 
    “Dammit! Stop that!” 
 
    “You stop it! No cheating with air or fire either!” retorted Balzac as he threw another rock. 
 
    Ray put his hands up to try to block the assault, but to no avail. Balzac kept pegging him with stones, and Ray started to get angry. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake! I’m tired of getting hit by rocks!”                              He kept getting hit by rocks.  
 
    But what he didn’t notice was that all of the stones around him had started to shake and shudder. Balzac managed to pop him right between the eyes before the world turned upside down. All of the stones Balzac had thrown at Ray suddenly shot through the air and started pummeling the squirrel.               
 
    “GAH! STOP!” screamed Balzac as the rain of stones took him from his feet and hammered him into the ground. Ray smiled and started to move larger and larger rocks, even causing a pillar of stone to push his fuzzy friend into the air. Balzac fell back to the earth with a scream. Ray raised a wall around him, and Balzac’s screams were quickly muted as Ray enclosed him. 
 
    “This is awesome!” he shouted. He created a wave in the earth just for the joy of doing it. After a few more minutes of play, he stopped and released Balzac. 
 
    “Looks like my methods worked just fine,” he said smugly. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re a real fuzzy Mr. Miyagi, aren’t you?” Ray grumbled. 
 
    “What is a Mr. Miyagi? I feel I should know this…” responded Balzac. 
 
    “You know, the Karate Kid? Wax on, wax off?” Ray prompted. 
 
    “Maybe if you spent less time whacking off, you’d make more sense,” muttered the squirrel. 
 
    “Dude! Be nice!” said Ray. “You wanna see what else I learned to do?” Balzac nodded. Ray showed him his compressed air orbs and the impressive explosions he could make. 
 
    “Nice! That could come in handy against large groups. Have you tried mixing fire in? That could make it even better,” said Balzac after watching the demonstration. 
 
    “No, I’ve not tried mixing elements yet. Do you think it will work?”  
 
    Balzac nodded.  
 
    “I guess I can try.” It took some time, but he was finally able to make a few small orbs of air with a bit of fire, making a small explosion that spread flames everywhere. 
 
    “That could be really helpful, especially against zombies. Good idea Balzac!”  
 
    Balzac nodded his appreciation of the compliment. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the others,” Ray added. “This new ability with earth gives me another idea for fighting the bandits.” Balzac looked at him. 
 
    “Are you ever telling me this plan?”  
 
    “Yeah, we’re still working out the details. We’ll let you know when we’ve got it all figured out. It’ll be fun!”                             Balzac shook his head. 
 
    “How’s it going guys?” Ray asked as he approached. “I have another idea to add to our plan. Come here real quick.” The three guys huddled together, leaving Balzac to watch and wonder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the next few days training and preparing for the upcoming battle. The day of the battle, they decided to call Clarence down to go over the plan. 
 
    Clarence arrived with his customary POOF. 
 
    “What’s up guys? Finally ready to reveal your big plan?”  
 
    The guys nodded. Balzac and Clarence sat back to listen to them speak. 
 
    “Okay, so here’s what we know,” started Ray. “The Raiders are led by a Lich Queen Necromancer—” 
 
    “Her name’s D’Arcy,” Balzac interrupted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Her name, it’s D’Arcy. I thought you’d like to use it instead of descriptions every time.” 
 
    “D’Arcy? That’s not an evil name! That’s the name of some suburban soccer mom!” exclaimed Andrew. Balzac shrugged. Ray started again. 
 
    “Alright, D’Arcy is bringing a couple dozen vampires, a cyborg, a half-ogre, probably a few humans, and a horde of zombies.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” agreed Balzac. 
 
    “Mo is gonna free the captives when she comes at us.”  
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do…”  
 
    Balzac and Clarence leaned in.  
 
    “We’re going to bury several of Joe’s automatons at random places throughout the battlefield. We can bring them out to surprise the enemy.”  
 
    Balzac and Clarence nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We’re gonna set up a stage or something and be waiting on that when they get here. We figure looking down on her will help piss her off more. Clarence, you’re going to make it rain real hard for a while before they get here, and Andrew is gonna bless the water on the ground. That way, it will burn the vampires as they try to walk through it, hopefully making them have to run. The mud should be thick enough to slow them all down, giving us an advantage when they’re all clustered up.”  
 
    “In addition, Joe will shoot metal through the groups, Andrew will mix in some of his hold and explode undead spells with an automaton he controls, I’ll throw out some air and fire bombs, and we’ll kick all their asses!” Ray finished triumphantly. All three guys looked proud of their plan. Balzac and Clarence looked doubtful. 
 
    “Won’t work,” said Clarence. 
 
    “What? Why not?” exclaimed Andrew. 
 
    “Well, I really don’t think you will be able to bless that much water. You aren’t that strong. At most, you’ll give them a mild tingle,” replied Clarence. 
 
    “I’ll give you a mild tingle,” muttered Andrew. Clarence gave him a dirty look as he started speaking once more. 
 
    “These are supernatural creatures; mud won’t slow them down. It will, however, slow you down, making it easier for them to eat your faces off. Come up with a new plan or you all die.”  
 
    The three guys looked angry. 
 
    “If you’re so smart, why don’t you come up with a plan?” argued Joe. 
 
    “Look, I can’t. Even if I liked you guys, which I don’t, that is too much interference. Balzac can fight, but unfortunately, being a squirrel and not having access to his powers means he won’t be much help. Come up with a better plan, or run like the little bitches you are.” As a finale to this inspirational speech, Clarence poofed away.  
 
    “Your brother is a dick. You know that, right?” Andrew said to Balzac. The squirrel shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s right. This plan won’t work. Hiding the metal guys is a good idea, though,” he offered. Then he sighed. “I just wish you’d have said something before, so we had time to come up with something decent. Now we’re screwed.” 
 
    “No, we aren’t. We’ll go with Plan B then.”  
 
    Balzac paused. “Plan B?”  
 
    “Yup,” said Ray. “I’m just gonna set up a big wall around our chosen battlefield with one, small entrance. The Raiders will have to come through there. Once they’re all in, I’ll close it up and trap them inside with us. I can make it smaller and smaller to force them to clump together, then we can go to town on them. You can even use one of the automatons and have a little fun, too!” 
 
     Balzac looked at him and smiled. “That’s a much better plan! I especially like the part where I get to kick ass!” It seemed that Plan B now had the squirrel’s full support. “You guys better get set up soon,” he advised, “so you’ll be well rested for tonight!” 
 
    Ray and Joe started right away, leaving Andrew to cook for them. Stubby sat at Andrew’s feet while he prepared the meal; Balzac was snoring loudly.  
 
    Ray worked on raising up a huge earth wall, enough to surround a football field. It was at least ten feet wide and easily half that thick. The one entrance faced the forest to the west.  
 
    Meanwhile, Joe placed several automatons in strategic locations around the inside of the wall, though they decided not to bury all of them. He also planted large deposits of metal in various parts of the walls and the ground within the battlefield. He considered for a while, before deciding to add some decorations as a finishing touch. 
 
    “Dude,” Ray began. “Why are there arrowheads all along the walls? Why does the ground look like a football field? Did you have to make all your metal guys look like they’re wearing Chiefs uniforms?” 
 
    “Ray, this is serious,” Joe said solemnly. “The Raiders are claiming this land, but we both know it belongs to the Chiefs. So, I’m gonna give them an old fashioned Arrowhead ass-whoopin’! Might as well make it look as authentic as possible, right?” 
 
    Ray looked around and sighed. The automatons had helmets and pads, and their jersey numbers listed off some of the boys’ all-time favorite players.  
 
    “Might as well have some fun with it, I guess. I’m all done with my part. You?” 
 
     Joe nodded.  
 
    The two men went over to Andrew to eat and rest. It was gonna be a busy night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 22 
 
     
 
    The rest of the day was spent eating and sleeping. By the time night fell, the boys were as rested as they were likely to get. At Balzac’s suggestion, Ray had built up the stage and added three thrones for them to sit on while they waited on the Raiders. 
 
    “I gotta say, I feel like an epic douche canoe sitting on a throne like this,” said Andrew. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel pretty stupid,” agreed Ray. 
 
    “I like it. I feel awesome up here. I don’t know what your problem is with it,” said Joe smugly. 
 
    “You’re kind of a prick, Joe,” laughed Andrew. “But seriously, I’m kind of nervous. Are you guys worried about tonight?” The other two nodded. 
 
    “We’ve planned it out as well as we can. Just stick to it, and hopefully it will all work out. Who knows, maybe we won’t have to fight. Maybe we can— I don’t know— talk to her and work things out,” said Ray. Everyone looked at him dubiously. 
 
    “You can’t negotiate with a Lich, Ray. They are pure evil. They willingly rip their souls from their bodies for power. They are beyond reason. The only language they understand is violence,” stated Balzac. Ray shrugged. 
 
    “We can try, can’t we?” 
 
    “I guess, but don’t get your hopes up. She will try to manipulate you; just be prepared,” warned the squirrel.                             They all nodded. They sat and talked for a while, but the waiting was making them anxious. Every little bit, one of them would get up and pace across the dais in front of the thrones. A few hours before the meeting was to take place, thunder boomed and lightning flashed across the sky. Wind started howling across the land and rain started pounding against the earth. Ray hastily put a roof over their platform.  
 
    POOF! 
 
    “Well, are you dipshits ready for this?” asked Clarence. “She’s on her way.” 
 
    “As ready as we can be,” replied Ray. “I didn’t think you could help out. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m not here to help. I’m just checking on my baby brother. You doing okay, Barr—, err Balzac?” he asked. The squirrel nodded. 
 
    “I’m fine, as you already know. Why are you really here?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine. I’m curious about how this goes down. I was a little harsh on you guys earlier and I feel bad, okay?” he admitted. “I heard your new plan, and I like its chances much better. Maybe you won’t die as much as I expected. Are you still gonna try to bless the water?”  
 
    Andrew shrugged. “Is it even worth the effort?”                              Clarence gave him a calculated look. 
 
    “I can’t advise you. But if I could, I might say to try blessing just a little bit of water, maybe a couple dozen gallons or so. You might be able to handle that. But I can’t say anything,” replied the bunny. Then he was gone.  
 
    The rain ended, and the sky cleared as soon as Clarence disappeared. Ray quickly made a large moat around the dais which swiftly filled with water. Andrew put his hands over the water and mumbled a quick blessing. 
 
    “Will it work?” asked Joe. Andrew shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. I’ve never blessed anything before. How long before they get here, do you think?” 
 
    “Not a clue. Probably soon. I hope Mo makes it okay,” replied Ray. 
 
    “We all do. With any luck, we can meet up with him and the prisoners and get everyone new homes in Sedli,” said Joe. Just then, Andrew unleashed a magnificent fart. It seemingly came from his very soul. 
 
    “Daaaaaaaamn,” stated Andrew. “We better get ready guys! They’re here!”  
 
    “Guys, I just found a flaw in our plan,” said Joe as he choked through Andrew’s horrible ass cloud. “We’re stuck up here with his stench!” 
 
    “Good point,” coughed Ray. Andrew fired off more gas. “Dear God, you’re foul!” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t help it. I don’t like it any more than you do. It doesn’t feel any better than it smells,” replied Andrew. 
 
    One more titanic fart heralded the arrival of their adversaries. Vampires entered first, fangs bared and claws out. Dozens of the blood-sucking fiends approached, stopping just short of the moat. The cyborg and half-ogre led a contingent of heavily armed humans in next, smug looks apparent on their faces. A dark mist flowed onto the field, and an attractive human woman appeared in their midst. She was a little over five feet tall, with short blonde hair and glowing blue eyes. 
 
    “Dammit! She even looks like a soccer mom! I thought she was supposed to be like a skeleton or something! This is bullshit!” declared Andrew as he ripped off the loudest, nastiest fart anyone had ever heard. The vampires looked confused and disgusted. They all took a few steps back as the stench hit them. Several forgot they were supposed to look intimidating and did their best to wave the stink away. 
 
    “Are you quite alright, dear?” asked the woman. “That is disgusting! Perhaps you should get it checked out.” 
 
    “Evil makes me fart. Sorry,” Andrew replied sheepishly. 
 
    “Did you say I look like a soccer mom?” she asked. Andrew nodded. The woman laughed. 
 
    “How appropriate! That’s exactly what I was before the apocalypse hit and destroyed my family. Luckily, it granted me the power to bring them back and create an even larger one.” She gave an evil grin. 
 
    “You turned your family into zombies? That’s just wrong on so many levels!” said Ray. She shot him a cold look. 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” she retorted. 
 
    “Maybe let them rest in peace and not be evil?” offered Joe. She glared at him next. 
 
    “Enough of this! You fools came into my territory and killed my favorite lieutenant! You must pay! Make peace with your gods; you’re about to meet them!” 
 
    “Why?” Ray asked. 
 
    “What?” she replied, confused. 
 
    “Why do we have to fight? Look, D’Arcy— can I call you D’Arcy?”  
 
    “No!” she replied. 
 
    “Okay, D’Arcy.”  
 
    She gave him a dirty look.  
 
    “So, why do we have to fight? It’s a big world; there’s plenty of room for all of us. I know you’re an evil bitch and all, but maybe that’s not your fault. Could be a product of circumstance. You could just free all your prisoners, move off somewhere else, and promise to be good. That way we don’t have to fight.”  
 
    There was absolute silence as Ray finished his offer. Everyone was dumbfounded at his speech. Balzac had his paws covering his face as he shook his head. 
 
    “You want me to just go away? Free my prisoners and be good?” she asked.  
 
    Ray nodded.  
 
    “Just like that, and we won’t have to fight?”  
 
    Ray smiled and nodded again. 
 
    “I was wrong about you. You aren’t fools… You’re complete and utter morons. You come into Raider territory—” 
 
    “Chiefs country!” interjected Joe. She turned her glare on him. He flipped her off with one hand and started doing the Tomahawk Chop with the other. 
 
    “—MY territory,” she continued, screaming, “kill my people, and try to dictate terms to me? I’m going to kill you all, raise you as zombies, and kill you again! ATTACK!” she screamed. Ray looked at the others.  
 
    “Well, we tried.” He shrugged and prepared to fight. Zombies poured into the area in droves. The vampires were hissing and appeared ready to pounce. The humans raised their weapons and prepared to fire. 
 
    “Ray?” asked Joe. Ray looked at him. “You could have closed off the wall and kept the freaking zombies out.” 
 
    “Oh, shit! Didn’t think of that. Guess I got distracted…” He closed the door in the wall to prevent any others from entering, but it was too late. Hundreds of the undead had already swarmed in. 
 
    “KILL THEM!” screamed D’Arcy. 
 
   


 
  

   CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Andrew raised his hands and focused just as the first wave of vampires prepared to leap across the moat to attack them. They were caught in a nimbus of golden light and couldn’t move. Ray took advantage of this and fired off jets of flame, torching the front line of vampires and dusting them instantly.  
 
    “Joe!” Andrew yelled. “Are your balls ready for action?” The remaining vampires looked worried at the comment. 
 
    “My balls are always ready! But this time I have something else in mind!” The enemy looked relieved, but only for a moment.  
 
    “Arrowheads, go!” Joe shouted. 
 
    Large arrowheads shaped just like the Kansas City logo shot through the remaining vampires, decapitating the enemies as they rocketed through the crowd. By the time Joe was done, there were only a couple blood-suckers left. 
 
    “If you’re human, you can lay down your weapons and we won’t hurt you! But if you decide you want to fight, well, that’s on you,” warned Andrew. Several looked like they were considering the offer. 
 
    “DON’T LISTEN TO THEM! FIRE!” screamed D’Arcy. The humans, apparently more frightened of her than of the men in front of them, started firing. The remaining vampires sprang across the moat to take the fight to the guys. 
 
    “Those are freaking lasers! How cool is that?” shouted Andrew, as beams of light burned past them. 
 
    “Be a lot cooler if they weren’t shooting at us!” retorted Joe. He raised a shield in front of himself and let the lasers burn into it.  
 
    But the shots were getting closer. Andrew took a glancing hit to his shoulder and cried out in pain.  
 
    “Andrew!” Joe shouted to his brother, his voice laced with fear. He then flew into a rage and started shooting metal balls into the crowd of people, while Ray added to the carnage by tossing orbs of compressed air into the horde. The resulting explosive blasts of wind tossed and scattered many foes all across the arena. Meanwhile, Andrew raised his good hand in front of himself and, to everyone’s shock, a golden shield formed and beams started bouncing off it. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” screamed Andrew. “—Ow!” he added, as he jostled his wounded arm. However, with no hands available to fight back, he did the unexpected. He swiveled his hips and started hammering out pelvic thrusts, shooting beams of magical energy from his crotch with each pump. 
 
    “Suck on that, bitches!” he yelled.  
 
    Everyone stopped to watch as he continued to fire off blasts into the crowd. Most of the remaining people quit firing and dove to the ground, but D’Arcy screamed her rage and threw the zombies into the fight.  
 
    Balzac decided to enter the fray as well. He cracked his little knuckles and hopped onto the treadmill that Joe had hastily constructed. He started pumping his tiny legs, and an enormous, fifteen-foot-tall, metal squirrel burst from the ground, showering the enemy in dirt and rocks. It charged straight at the cyborg and half-ogre, with Balzac screaming profanities from the dais. 
 
    “What the fuuu—?!” screamed the cyborg as the giant squirrel grabbed him by the head and flung him into the wall. The half-ogre, still determined, swung a huge sword at the automaton. It bounced off with a clang before Balzac turned his attention to him. The squirrel raised his metal foot and stomped down on his enemy, taking him out of the fight for good. The giant metal monster then hopped over and started rampaging through the zombies like Godzilla tearing through Tokyo. 
 
    During all this carnage, Ray was facing off against the last five vampires. 
 
    “You sure you wanna do this, guys?” he asked, as he lit his hands on fire.  
 
    Their response was to charge him at full speed.  
 
    “Alright then.”  
 
    Ray simply lit them on fire and stepped out of the way, watching burning embers hit the ground around him. 
 
    “You ready to quit yet? You really picked the wrong people to tangle with!” he shouted towards D’Arcy.  
 
    She screamed incoherently and fired bolts of black energy in his direction, and Ray was forced to dive for cover just to keep from getting hit. 
 
    Not far away, Joe took control of his favorite statue— the one with the fifty-eight on it— and charged it into the zombies, plowing a large path through them. Andrew kept firing off his crotch-rockets, now aiming for the zombies instead of the cowering humans. Ray stood up and fired off a blast of air directly at D’Arcy, blowing her off her feet. 
 
    “Feel free to surrender at any time, you psycho hose-beast!” he called to her. She rose to her feet and pointed in his direction.  
 
    Zombies burst from the ground in front of him, taking him by surprise. Andrew was fortunately able to grab them with his golden energy and explode them. But unfortunately, Balzac was screaming his battle cry at this exact moment, and got a mouthful of zombie guts. The squirrel started to gag and his control over his metal avatar crumbled, causing it to fall to the ground, crushing several zombies under its weight. 
 
    “Why won’t you all DIE?” screamed D’Arcy, firing off more black blasts at the guys. Andrew was able to block most of them with his golden shield, but Joe took a shot directly to his chest and was knocked from his feet. Ray was forced to dive again. The distraction allowed the zombies to charge in closer, some of them making it to the moat, where they fell in and dissolved. 
 
    “Wow, I guess blessing the water worked after all!” noted Andrew. He hurried over to check on his brother.  
 
    Joe was sitting up, his armor having taken the brunt of the blast. Ray took the opportunity to throw fire infused orbs of air into the mob of zombies, blowing them off their feet and setting them on fire all at once. Balzac recovered and started stomping zombies left and right.  
 
    Before long, the horde had been reduced to just a few wandering zombies. Joe was using his avatar to tackle and dismember the remaining undead, but D’Arcy was still screaming and firing bolts off in every direction. 
 
    “You’ve lost! Give it up!” shouted Ray. 
 
    “I can’t lose to morons like you!” she cried. 
 
    “You already have, so just stop already!” 
 
    “I’d rather die!” 
 
    “Umm, aren’t you— you know— already dead?” pointed out Andrew. 
 
    “GAAAAHHH!”  
 
    Balzac shook his head and took his avatar over to grab the lich, restraining her arms. 
 
    “Can I bite her head off? Please?” begged Balzac. “It won’t hurt her. Much.” He was still bitter over the pain she’d inflicted on him. 
 
    “Nah, probably shouldn’t,” said Ray. Balzac looked disappointed, but dropped the subject. He also hopped off the treadmill and let the statue go still, effectively trapping the undead queen. 
 
    The three guys and squirrel walked up to the angry lich. 
 
    “What are we gonna do with her?” asked Joe. They all looked at Balzac. 
 
    “How should I know?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be the guide; shouldn’t you have some idea?” countered Andrew.  
 
    “The best thing we could do is put her to rest. We’d need to find her phylactery to do that, though.”  
 
    “You mean kill her?” clarified Andrew. 
 
    “She’s already dead, just animated. Think of her as a really fancy zombie,” replied the squirrel. 
 
    “I. AM. NOT. A. FANCY. ZOMBIE!” complained D’Arcy. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Then what should we do with you?” asked Joe. 
 
    “Let me go?” she offered innocently. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Joe.  
 
    “Fine, I guess I’ll have to free myself!” D’Arcy disappeared, reappearing right behind Ray. She raised her hand to blast him, but Andrew and Joe were faster. Andrew shot her with a bolt of pelvic energy, and Joe simply chopped her to bits with his arrowheads. She fell to pieces on the ground. 
 
    “Gross, dude!” said Andrew. 
 
    “Shit,” said D’Arcy. 
 
    “How are you still talking?” asked Joe in amazement. 
 
    “I told you. Fancy zombie,” said Balzac. D’Arcy rolled her eyes. 
 
    “This won’t stop her, guys. She’ll pull herself together and start this whole mess up again,” warned Balzac. Joe looked thoughtful for a second. 
 
    “This should slow her down.” Joe wrapped each piece of her individually in metal. “Bless that shit,” he said to Andrew. Andrew did as instructed. 
 
    “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    “I think this is the part where you get the ‘loot’ from the bad guys. Did I say that right?” the squirrel asked. The guys all nodded, and Balzac looked quite proud of himself. “Well, let’s go check out their camp. I’m sure there is something for you there.”  
 
    The remaining humans made a run for it as soon as Ray took the walls down. The guys decided to let them go, as long as they agreed to be unarmed. Joe gathered up the weapons they left behind and crushed them all. Then he pulled up their magic metal transportation and took them to the bandits’ lair. 
 
    After a short journey via flying carpet, they arrived. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Andrew thoughtfully. “I thought it would be more impressive than this.” 
 
    It was a small settlement in the woods, with a few little buildings scattered around and some large pens. Much of it had been torn to pieces. There were dozens of people sitting around; most were injured, and all were dirty and half starved. Andrew immediately started healing those in need.  
 
    “I see you all survived,” said a deep voice from behind them, causing all of them to jump. 
 
    “Mo! You scared the life out of us! Did you have any problem freeing the prisoners?” 
 
    “No. There weren’t many guards, and what few there were ran when we showed up. Did you take care of the bandits?”  
 
    Ray nodded. “Yes. And thanks for all your help, Mo. We really appreciate it!”  
 
    “My pleasure. I’m happy to get their stink out of the woods. I’ll be seeing you…” With that, the massive creature stepped into the trees and disappeared.  
 
    The guys looked around the camp for a while. They managed to gather up a substantial amount of money in credits and precious metals and stones. Joe found an Oakland Raiders emblem, gave it a disgusted look, and smashed it. Just then, there was a muffled scream from the box containing D’Arcy’s head. Curious, Joe removed the metal to see a pile of dust where the head used to be. 
 
    “Oops! I guess she’s at rest now.” He shrugged and continued looking through the camp.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER 24 
 
     
 
    The crew ended up staying the night at the camp. They even found enough food to feed all the former prisoners. The next morning, they got everyone moving and headed back to Sedli, where the High Theocrat met them at the gate. 
 
    “What are you doing with all these people?” he demanded as they approached. 
 
    “Bringing them here, obviously. We destroyed the bandits! These are their prisoners. They need somewhere to go,” responded Ray. 
 
    “We don’t want them here! We can’t possibly support this many people!”  
 
    Andrew’s eyes lit up with fury. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of priest? Shouldn’t you take care of people? What’s wrong with you?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t try me, boy! I am taking care of people! My people! This rabble is none of my concern and they aren’t coming into my city!” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do with them then?” asked Joe. 
 
    “I don’t know and I don’t care. Now, I expect you found some treasure?” he asked greedily. They nodded slowly. 
 
    “Turn it over. Much, if not all of it, came from our city. It’s rightfully ours and I expect it to be returned!”                             The guys looked at each other and then back to the Theocrat. Balzac looked at his former protégé sadly. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” the squirrel asked. “You have a chance to help people, to do the right thing, and you refuse? Then you expect us just to give you what you want?”  
 
    “It’s mine—err, I mean, ours by right! Hand it over!” he demanded. 
 
    “Suck it, dickhole. We aren’t giving you shit!” retorted Joe. The Theocrat started to turn red and his hands started to glow. 
 
    “Listen, asswipe. I’m only saying this once. We took out a bunch of vampires, a horde of zombies, and a psycho lich. You don’t scare us. Back off, or we’ll beat your old ass, too. Your choice,” warned Ray. The Theocrat considered his words and backed down.  
 
    “Fine. Keep your ill-gotten gains. But leave this place and never return!” he shouted.  
 
    The guys hopped on the carpet and turned around. All three flipped him off and led the group of refugees away. 
 
    “Where to?” asked Balzac.  
 
    Ray shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m thinking southeast a ways. We can either help find them places to stay or figure something else out.”  
 
    He paused for a moment.  
 
    “Actually, maybe it’d be a good idea to start our own place up!” he suggested.  
 
    The other guys seemed to like that idea. Joe managed to whip up additional transportation for the refugees to make travel faster; they passed the battle site and continued onward until they found a nice little area nestled in the hills.  
 
    “This should work,” said Andrew. They gathered up the refugees to have a little talk. 
 
    “Listen up, people!” announced Joe. “We’ve decided to set up our own little town here. You’re welcome to stay if you want. If not, we’ll give you some money and supplies and send you on your way. Don’t feel like you owe us anything. Make your own choice and let us know.”  
 
    After that straightforward announcement, Ray went out and surveyed the area before raising a wall around where they wanted to set up their town. He followed that up by setting up shells of buildings. The three guys picked a location and helped design what they wanted in a home, and after ironing out all the details, Ray and Joe quickly put it together. By nightfall, everything was set up. In the end, all of the refugees decided they’d stay, and they picked out their own homes. 
 
    It had been quite the journey. After everything they’d been through, the three guys and their squirrel were relaxing in their new home. They still had a lot of work to do, such as bringing in running water and figuring out how to provide power and sewage, but for now, they just wanted to relax. The small group was full of contentment, and even Stubby the demon bear seemed to be enjoying the new place.[2] 
 
    Finally, the guys were able to pop open Joe’s giant crate from Ruul. They happily started splitting up cases of Magic cards and began looking at the role-playing games. 
 
    “We need to start up a campaign,” said Joe. The others nodded.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘campaign’?” asked Balzac.  
 
    “Start a game,” answered Ray, holding up an RPG module. “You wanna play?” 
 
    “Really?” asked the squirrel. 
 
    “Of course! Two players aren’t really effective. Three’s better, but four would be great. Do you think Clarence would join, too?” asked Ray.  
 
    POOF. 
 
    “I’d love to. I hate to say it, but you’ve done well,” Clarence told them, a slight smile forming on the bunny’s face. “What are you gonna call this place?”  
 
    Andrew held a couple dice out. 
 
    “How about Pair-a-Dice?” he offered. The others nodded their heads, and the town of Pair-a-Dice was born. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1]I added this internal dialogue for Balzac to highlight on how he cut in and explained their powers for them, and how he didn't mention Andrew's healing. Of course, you can change it if you want to. 
 
  
 
   
    [2]I added this because Stubby hadn't been mentioned in a while. But feel free to change it if you don't like it! 
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