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Anywhere But Here





Meike had been out of college for all of two months, and already their parents were making plans to renovate. Not that they blamed them; the room was going to be vacant until at least the end of the year, possibly more. It all depended on whether Meike could tolerate working on a farm. If not, there was always horticulture. 

They knelt before their bookcase, an old hand-me-down that once belonged to their mother. Solid wood and towered a good six feet above them. Heavy, and heavier still, with a collection of fiction books and a smattering of encyclopedias and dictionaries. 

They’d collected a ton of knickknacks and toys over the years, the bulk of which they discarded without a second thought. But even with their e-reader, it was hard to just toss books. There was something special about the weight and feel of a book, and the satisfying sound of pages turning.

“Meike. Meike.”

They turned from the looming shelf to meet their mother’s stern gaze. “Always got your heads in the clouds,” she said, exasperated. “I asked you to sort this out a month ago.” She didn’t so much as ask than demanded, as they recalled. But they knew better than to talk back.

“I had a good idea of what I want to keep and donate. It’ll only take thirty minutes.”

Thirty minutes to box up their whole life and move across the country. The host family supposedly had a small shelf set up for them, but Meike intended to pack light. Two suitcases and a backpack for their electronics would suffice.

Meanwhile, their bedroom for the past ten years was almost entirely stripped of character. Their desk was the first to go, dresser second, and old band and movie posters tossed, leaving faint imprints of what once was. All that remained was the bed and tv.

“You know you don’t have to do this,” she said. “You can stay here. I’m sure they’ll give you your job back if you explain the situation.”

“Can, don’t want to.” They’d given up on selling botany as a science to family; it always came back to retail gardens and floral shops. And they didn’t want to be stuck in the same job they started in high school forty years later.

“Gabby, are you out your mind? We just got rid of the boys.”

Meike was glad to have the heat taken off of them, but dad was…overly enthusiastic about them leaving, to put it lightly.

“I wasn’t happy about that either.”

He shooed her off to the side, a tape measure in hand. “We got you a sewing room, and I’m getting my man cave.”

“Thanks, dad,” they said flatly. He could at least pretend to care, but dad was never one to pull his punches, even with his kids.

“When are you leaving again? Two days?”

“Two weeks.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “… How much is it gonna take to get you out of here in a week?”

“Darius!” Mom rounded on him, a deep scowl on her face.

“I’ve never gotten to ride on an actual train before,” they said before mom could squash the offer. Or any train, really. 

Their hometown didn’t have a subway system or any form of public transit. Cars were king here, though there was a tiny airport that could fly you to a real one in the neighboring city.

“What, Amtrak?” Dad pretended to think it over. “It’s a slow ride, and you may be stuck there for two or three days, but…” He rubbed his chin, making Meike sweat for it. “I can work with that.”

“Thanks, dad!”

“No problem, pumpkin.”

“Darius! Stop running our children off,” mom snapped.

Ignoring her, he turned to face the room. “I’m gonna put the 50 inch right here,” he gestured to the spot currently occupied by the bed. “And my recliner right over here.”

Meike pulled an encyclopedia from the shelf. “What even is a man cave?”

“A place where a man is free to be himself,” he said. “Could be a game room, private theater, or a place to store his impressive comic book and gun collection.”

“This fool just wants to play video games,” mom huffed. “Which is fine by me. I need to be able to watch my programs.”

They picked up a game guide to a jrpg they hadn’t played in years. Most of the game took place in dungeons, the only reprieve being excursions into settlements to stock up on supplies and recruit new characters when the others eventually died. 

The whole point of the game was to map out new areas and explore the range of classes while doing so. Could prove for an excellent time sink, though they were hoping to sneak in time to play their favorite MMO.

The latest expansion was announced a few months ago, one boasting an array of new classes and unexplored terrain. And, naturally, the release date was when Meike started work—on an organic farm with an “emergency” internet connection. Their host, Hakeem, essentially bragged about his kids being free from the influence of social media and television.

Meike sighed and placed the guide in the keep pile. They were going to be horribly under-leveled by the time they had a steady internet connection, but volunteering would look good on their resume.

They moved past the haphazardly stacked game guides to their reference books—plants to avoid, herbal remedies, and a comprehensive book on mushroom hunting. This latter book was dog-eared and falling apart, but Meike sorted it into the keep pile. Were there better and newer editions? Yes. But it was theirs, a gift and part of their initiation to the local mushroom society.

‘A month isn’t nearly enough,’ they thought, glancing once more at the shelf, the sound of bickering in their ears.


      [image: ]“We’re going to miss you, Capsule!”

“Have fun, Capsule!”

All early cries of farewell, all addressed to the avatar they piloted in the game; a spellcaster named Capsule, who provided heals, supportive skills, and offense in the form of familiars.

‘They don’t even know your name,’ Meike thought, with a touch of bitterness. And not for a lack of interest; it just never came up. They considered the people in the group chat to be allies and acquaintances, but the word “friend” never came into consideration.

So to “EagerReaver” and “prostate_milk” they were simply “Capsule”.

They sent a half-hearted assurance that they wouldn’t be entirely off the grid. In a pinch, they could connect via hotspot, though it wasn’t optimal for anything other than crafting and gathering. And all their social interaction came from raids…

Meike sighed and closed out of the app, their appetite for idle conversation lost. Just them, the train, and the other passengers, deeply engrossed in their smartphones and laptops. An odd person or two held a tablet or e-reader in their hands.

It was comforting, in a way, to be surrounded by people who didn’t know their name or recent diagnosis. People who would assume they were merely shy or introverted. Meike tried telling someone they once saw as the closest thing to a friend, and her response was lukewarm at best. 

The conversation quickly changed to the best place to farm mugwort, or some other middling herb. It was a better response than the one they feared, but left them feeling just as hollow.

‘You’re overthinking it, is all,’ they tried to tell themself. That was the default stance for when things got to be too much, a brief stop on the road to a full shut down.

It was a bit late for regrets, but sometimes they wondered if this gig was even a good idea. Staying with a family they didn’t know, for essentially free labor—“We’ll pay you in experience!”—World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms or “WWOOF” would look good on their resume.

Meike curled up on their window seat to admire the passing scenery. They loved road trips as a kid; seeing rows of green, horses, livestock, and the occasional body of water made the pain of confinement bearable. More so when they had a good book or music to occupy themself. And they wanted to enjoy every second, before retiring to their private room (dad was generous).

If they closed their eyes and tried to focus on the soft thunks of the train on track, they could almost feel themself slipping away into a light sleep.

The inevitable jolt came from the person a few seats away, a woman with long, white blonde hair. She’d let out an ear piercing laugh and drawn the ire from other passengers. Meike was mildly curious, but happy to stay in their own lane. Aside from staff, they were the only black person on board and didn’t want to risk drawing attention to themself.

Things quieted down shortly after, and they diverted their attention back to the view outside. An endless stream of trees passed them by, but they spied hints they were in the Carolinas: Magnolia trees, Palmettos, the invasive kudzu species…But also home to Dionaea muscipula, or Venus flytraps. Difficult to care for, but a delight to observe.

Meike snapped a few pictures, wincing at the soft clicks of confirmation. They silenced their phone and resumed taking pictures, both of the plants and local wildlife. Folks in the group chat might enjoy it, or at least pretend to.

They were angling for a quick shot of a peculiar formation when the train hit a rough patch. In the midst of a cacophony of screams, Meike felt themself knocked off their chair and plunged into a world of blackness. The last photo they took was a circle of yellow mushrooms.
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Reality Bites





When they came to, it was not in the comfortable window seat, or even on the floor, in a spill of limbs and mass confusion. But a scene that felt right at home in a dream: a field of flowers and a setting sun. 

Meike sat up with a yawn, more curious than anything. Nothing felt out of the ordinary with their body, but assuming the train crashed, there was no sign on it. No broken machinery, scorched tracks, or even the bodies of their fellow passengers. ‘So it has to be a dream,’ they thought, and stood to take stock of their surroundings.

The field they’d found themself in consisted almost entirely of ranunculus flowers of all shades, but arranged in such a pleasing matter that it had to be deliberate. Someone’s private garden, if they had to guess. And yet there was no sign of civilization anywhere, no houses, roads, or other structures. ‘It’s a dream.’

But Meike had no love for buttercups, or the yellows and oranges that dotted the reds and blues. They cared little for flowers at all, outside of studying their properties and breeding potentials. Any garden of theirs, fictional or otherwise, would be strictly carnivorous: sundews, flytraps, pitcher plants, rafflesia, and waterwheels.

They waded through the flowers, their target the lone tree in the area. If they could climb it and get a good view, it might shed some light on this mystery. ‘Or you’ll fall down, hit your head, and wake up.’

But Meike never got that far; they were in the middle of swinging themself up onto one of the sturdier branches, when their foot caught on something solid. Not solid the way the tree trunk was, but more of the flesh and bone variety. They tentatively nudged the object beneath the leaves, and something white and slender rolled out—a human arm.

They glanced around, half-expecting someone to rise above the flowers and aim an accusatory finger at them, before emitting a dull scream like a pod person. But no such scene followed. The only sound was the wind, birdsong, and the soft groans beneath their foot.

Meike crouched down and brushed the mass of dead leaves and flowers away from the arm, and froze when it grabbed for them. At least now they knew it was attached to someone, and not simply tossed out like day old bread. They frantically shook the hand off and resumed digging.

A jacket and another arm came into view, and with nails black with soil, Meike grasped the flailing hands and dug their heels into the ground. They weren’t particularly strong; years of gaming, reading, and gardening only amounted to muscle memory and toned fingers, but determination guided them through.

Out popped a gasping figure, blonde hair almost indistinguishable from the dirt she was born from. The woman came kicking and sobbing, and dropped to her hands and knees in a patch of purple buttercups.

Meike stood back and watched as she hacked up soil, so thick and generous they almost mistook it for vomit. Next came chunks of leaves, and tiny, pink chunks they recognized as earthworms. She lowered her head into a clean section of the flowers once her gut was empty, and divulged into tears, great wracking sobs and disjointed concerns about her location and what became of the train and everyone else.

“I don’t know,” was all they could offer. They were just as lost, and horrified that this was, in fact, reality, and not a cozy dream.


      [image: ]“I know you. You were on the train…”

“Really, now? Cause I don’t remember you.”

Meike eyed her dirty blonde hair. “I keep to myself. But you were—” Loud. “Laughing,” they said, with better tact than their mind.

“Anyway, my name is Anniken.” She rolled her eyes. “But not like the child murderer.” Too many overzealous space opera fans, it seemed.

“I’ve never seen it,” Meike said, but never would dare to mock someone over their given name. Or care, really. They got enough flack for their own. 

Everyone always assumed it was “Micah” or “Myka” until they learned the correct spelling. Same pronunciation, but mom wanted something “different,” something to contemplate dad’s very German surname.

Anniken spat a mouthful of black viscous fluid, a remainder of her earlier ordeal. “How is that even possible? Everyone has seen it.”

“There are people without access to running water or even electricity,” they said, and she went silent.

There was a good five minutes of blissful silence, during which Meike bemoaned the loss of their electronics and bags. The novelty of this bizarre detour was starting to wear off.

“So, like, you think this is purgatory?”

“Whatever it is, it’s peaceful.” What if they never got to play video games again? “But I could see how it could get boring.”

“Have you seen anyone else?”

There seemed to be no end to the flower fields, and Meike was getting hungry. Their last “meal” was a Snickers bar. “Maybe they’re all buried, like you.” Or they turned up somewhere better, somewhere with food and running water.

“I almost died, you know.” She stopped to hack up something awful. Anniken scrubbed most of the grime and dirt off with the flowers and a little spit shine, but was very much rough around the edges. But pretty despite it.

“Yeah, I was there.”

“You’re very nonchalant, aren’t you?”

Meike shrugged. Their mom constantly reminded them of that throughout their childhood, and it came up during the screening process. “I think I see the way out,” they said, pointing past a sloping hill. The flowers gave way to lush grass, and if they stared hard enough, a winding road. Question was, which way should they go?

They looked to Anniken for advice, but she looked just as confused. “We should go north. Always go north when you’re lost.”

“Do you get lost a lot?”

She gave an exasperated sigh. “Only twice. Once while hiking, the other backpacking—in Europe,” she added. “I always keep a compass on me.” She produced it now, and Meike felt a pang of jealousy. 

It was a long road, and much like the flower fields, there seemed to be no end in no sight. The low grass on either side gradually became wilder until thick branches crisscrossed above, blocking out most of the sun.

Meike swatted a clump of leaves out of their face. “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

“You’re free to turn back,” she snapped. “The only way for me is forward.”

They scuffed the ground with their sneakers. They’d been walking for what felt like hours, and had yet to see a river or a good stopping point. ‘Maybe it really is purgatory…’

And suddenly Anniken was sprinting off without them. Meike struggled to keep up; exhaustion and hunger held them back as much as their low stamina. They had to double up to catch their breath and saw nothing but spots as she cooed and fawned over…

“—a dog!”

“Wait.” 

Meike sighed and flopped on the side of the road. The trees weren’t as thick in this area, providing patches of bare sky—no longer a pale blue but a deepening purple. Darkness was quick on their heels and the odds of finding a place for the night were against them.

But Anniken was too busy fussing over…a corgi? Meike rubbed their eyes to make sure they weren’t seeing things.

It was larger than average, with orange fur, and carried an adorable axe on its back. It bared its fangs at Anniken, who was ignoring the fundamental rule of strange dogs.

“What are you doing out here all alone, little guy,” she said, in a sickeningly sweet baby voice. The dog growled and stepped back. “Is your owner nearby?” She glanced back at Meike. “See, I knew we were in the right direction! He’ll take us to his owner and we’ll go somewhere with a warm bed and food…”

“You shouldn’t,” they said, between gasps for air.

“It’s okay. We aren’t going to hurt you, little fella.” She reached for the dog again, but this time it didn’t move, only stood its ground and watched her with wary eyes. “Easy…” Her hand lowered to a spot behind the dog’s ear, and it snapped back.

It moved so fast Meike only saw the results—the snarling dog, and Anniken’s wide-eyed stare. And the blood running down her arm and pooling in her sleeve.

“Don’t fucking patronize me,” a gruff voice said.

By process of elimination, it could only be the dog. And while Meike was still processing this and the extent of Anniken’s injuries, her shrill screams pierced the air.
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Atomic Dog





The latest addition to the party left Meike deeply conflicted. They wanted to hug him and give him all the pets, but they didn’t want to end up like Anniken, either. Her hand was half-wrapped in her jacket, concealing the open wound. And quietly sobbing, not from the pain, but her missing finger tip, which Meike suspected was somewhere in the dog’s lower intestine by this point. They’d searched for a good ten minutes before he urged them on. 

He glanced back at them, and Meike fought back the impulse to “d’aww”.

“You kittens got a name?”

“I’m Meike,” they said, when the dog pulled his lips from his teeth. How could something so cute be so mean?

“What about you, whitey?”

“Go fuck yourself,” she spat.

He turned back to the road and took off on a light trot, claws clicking against the brick road. “Whitey it is, then!”

Meike jogged after him. “I thought dogs couldn’t see certain colors.” They knew enough to know dogs weren’t color blind, just limited.

“And until today, you didn’t know we could talk, either! Some of us, anyway.”

So there was hope of meeting a genuine good boy, after all. “Is that axe real, or just for show?”

“It’s not for chopping firewood, I’ll tell you that.”

Anniken tugged on Meike’s hoodie. “Why are you chatting that damn thing up? Did you see what he did to my hand?”

“It’ll be fine,” they said. “We’ll patch it up at the village.” Meike had no way of knowing that for sure, but knew they didn’t want to be alone in the dark, either.

“And you trust it?” She pointed at the dog with her good hand.

“I have a name,” he said. “It’s Pickles. Pickles Barkenshire Jr. Don’t call me a ‘thing’ or an ‘it,’ and I won’t call you a bitch.”

“Fuck you.”

Meike stepped between her and the dog. “This wouldn’t have happened if you asked before petting him.”

She grumbled an apology, and the group continued on. Pickles insisted they hurry before it got too dark out, and they had no doubt he would ditch them at the first sign of trouble.

“Also, how do you know English?”

“English? Is that what you call your dialect?”

“No, it’s a language. One of the biggest in the world,” Anniken said, rolling her eyes.

“Never heard of it,” he huffed. “Maybe you come from some secluded part of Glasend, kitten. But here, we speak Glaes, the bastardized tongue of the common folk.”

“Look, dog—”

“Pickles.”

“Pickles, will you be a good boy and help us out?”

He stopped and pawed at his muzzle. “You got money?”

“What do you need with money? You don’t even have thumbs.”

Meike nudged her in the side. “I have $80 in cash on me, but I don’t think my card is useful here.”

“You’re gonna want coin. Gold, silver, copper…not for me, but yourselves.” He waved a paw in the air. “I can show you to an inn, but you’re on your own after that.”

“What about you,” Meike said. “Where are you going?”

“Worry about yourself, kid.”

He led them to a large stone building with a thatched roof; a structure right out of a medieval movie set. Bundles of straw littered the area in front of a small barn, and odd “street lamps’’ flanked the entrance to the inn. They tapped one of them while waiting for Pickles to summon the innkeeper.

“Kerosene lanterns…” Dismay was quietly building within them. And the windows, as far as they could see, were similarly lit. No electricity, phones, or wifi.

“Watch yourself,” an old lady said, squinting at them from the dimly lit doorway.

Meike wanted to slink off and make themself scarce, but Anniken kept a firm hand on their hoodie, ready to gag them if necessary.

“We need a room for the night,” Anniken said. “Two, if you can spare them.”

The innkeeper eyed them up and down, no doubt curious about the strange attire of the two guests. Or just questioning what they’d gotten themself into. She herself wore a faded brown dress and dirty apron, her hair pulled back into a tight bun and covered by a white cap.

Contrast that with Anniken and Meike’s colorful jackets, jeans, and sneakers, and they looked like a pair of clueless tourists.

“And do you have a shower or something?” Anniken combed a leaf and clump of soil from her hair. “I had a…very unfortunate accident.”

“I don’t think they have that here,” Meike hissed. Unless the oil lamps were just an aesthetic choice, Anniken was out of luck.

“I don’t know what this ‘shower’ is, but we could boil some water for you. It’ll be extra, I’m afraid.”

“I’m sorry, what?” She looked at Pickles. “She’s joking, right?”

“They don’t have running water,” they whispered, right as the innkeeper was responding.

“Take it or leave it. This isn’t the royal palace, princess.”

They tugged on her arm. “What are you gonna do?” Never mind the bath; they didn’t have proper money.

“Fine. But I also hope you can understand that we are three travelers down on our luck, and won’t be able to pay for the night—”

The innkeeper was fast, and would’ve shut the door on them had Pickles not stopped it with a paw.

Anniken mouthed a “thank you” to the dog and braced her foot against the door. “You aren’t seriously going to us out in the dark, are you? What if we’re attacked by bandits?”

“No money, no service,” she said, and struggled to push against their combined forces.

“What if we promised to do some work for you,” Meike offered.

“No deal!”

“What’s your damage, lady,” Anniken said, and pressed her weight into the door. One good kick and the old woman would go flying.

“I’ll cry for help if you don’t back off,” she snarled. “I’ve got a sleeping knight upstairs. Don’t think he’s not afraid to set you upstarts straight.”

Pickles whined and flattened his belly against the ground, staring at her with imploring eyes.

“…Oh, you poor dear. I do hate to see small dogs sleeping like hogs.” She bared her teeth at Anniken. “You and your friend can stay in the barn if you’re so insistent. But I’ll make sure your little doggie is taken care of.” That last sentence came out sickeningly sweet.

“No deal,” Anniken said, but stumbled back as Pickles withdrew his paw and darted inside with a series of excited yips. “Wait!” The door slammed shut, and she fell upon it, banging her fists and cursing the innkeeper in what Meike understood to be German. Meike had to drag her off.

“That flea-bitten mutt just threw us under the bus! Bastard!”

“Forget him,” they said. “What about us?” They were tired, hungry, and already missing the mundane comfort of toilet paper.

The barn wasn’t Meike’s ideal resting place. There were three horses, a cow, and two pigs on the bottom floor. The only viable sleeping spot was the hayloft, a pile of moldy hay pushed back into a corner.

Not even Anniken had the energy to march outside and pick a fight with the manager. After allowing herself a few whispered obscenities, she curled up on a dry pile of hay. Meike followed shortly, having swept the barn for any other signs of life.
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The Daily Grind





“Oh, dear...how did this happen?” 

Anniken winced as the makeshift bandage, something Meike made on a whim, was peeled off. The skin beneath was pale and scarred, but the most notable feature was her shortened middle finger.

“Dog bite,” she said, and glared at the space at Meike’s feet. The culprit in question had slunk off after leading them to the herbalist, known simply as Griselda. 

She had a small pop up shop in a quiet corner of the market square. Odd bottles and herbs lined the shelf behind her, and there was a mortar and pestle resting on the counter. She’d been working at it when they approached her, and Meike was curious to know more. But Anniken came first.

“Do you think it was rabid?” 

“No, just an asshole.”

Griselda uncapped a tiny bottle and sprinkled clear liquid onto Anniken’s finger. “No sign of infection either, I’m happy to say. But in the future, I would recommend seeking help within a few hours. Sooner, if possible. Otherwise reattachment is nigh impossible.”

“We lost her finger,” Meike said.

“Pity, that. I’m afraid I can’t do anything more than speed up the healing process.”

“It’s no problem,” Anniken said, turning away. “I’m left handed.”

Meike stood on their tiptoes to get a better look at a round bottle at the very top of the shelf, filled with a teal liquid. “Do you have potions? And what kind?”

She clucked her tongue. “One question at a time, child.” Funny, coming from her; Meike guessed her to be in her thirties. Her skin was wrinkle free and black hair was free of gray. But the way she carried herself gave her the air of someone beyond their years.

Or it was just a facade to help boost sales.

“There are ways of restoring your finger, but I don’t offer that service. You’d need a mage, but because it’s such a small thing, the fee would be less.”

“How much? I can barely afford to pay you.”

“Oh, I wasn’t going to charge you.” Griselda honed her gaze on Meike and they shifted in place. “You two aren’t from here, are you?”

“We’re from far away,” Anniken said. “We were stranded after our ship washed up on shore, so we’re looking for work until we can find a way back.” She was quick on her feet, something Meike admired about her.

“If you’re looking for work, there are always requests on the market board. Laborers, housekeepers, cooks…there’s something for everyone.”

Meike’s hand shot into the air. “What about apprentices?”

Griselda cocked her head to the side. “Ambitious one, aren’t we? You’ll have a harder time with that one, unless some kind soul takes pity on you.”

“I was actually thinking I could work for you? I majored in…I studied…” Their hands waved wordlessly in the air.

“They studied at an elite college for botanists, a class of people who research flora and fauna. It’s a very practical field, so while Meike is familiar with the relevant plants, they’re completely lacking in magical ability.” Anniken gave them a thumbs up.

“Nice sales pitch,” they said, and they meant that sarcastically, but to their ears sounded like the sad mewling of a starving cat.

“So you know the ins and out, then?”

“I know the fundamentals,” they said. “And I’m a fast learner.” They could identify healing herbs and had a good idea of how to use a mortar and pestle. It was all grinding and tossing everything into boiling water, or adding a small amount to make a cream.

“While I personally don’t take on apprentices, I could use some help around my shop.” She nodded behind them. “My main shop. I usually hire out help to deliver larger orders in and out of the city. Do you know your way around Laeford?”

The city of Laeford was large, unpredictable, and its inhabitants weren’t always human. Pickles gave Meike and Anniken a quick tour on the way to the market, but they could barely remember their way back, let alone the architecture or shop fronts.

“I’m good with directions and I know the major highlights, yes.”

“We’ll give you a trial run. How does that sound?”

Anniken flexed her hand and inspected the freshly healed wound. She clapped that same hand on Meike’s shoulder and pulled them into an awkward side hug. “They’ll do it! Won’t you, Meike?”

They couldn’t tell if she was being menacing or friendly, but nodded in agreement. “I won’t let you down, Griselda!”

“Hm, yes. You’re going to want to do something about your clothes first. Both of you—you look like marks.”

“It’s on the to-do list,” Anniken said. “Like I said, we’re in a hard spot.”

“Oh, I can spare something for this one. But you, you’re on your own.”


      [image: ]“Oh nein...”

The request board was a mess of recent requests plastered over and among faded and peeling parchment. They ranged from simple: Missing dog found, to complex, Adventurers needed for an expedition into the Silverstone Mines! We’re taking it BACK from the kobolds! Serious inquiries only! This is NOT a training exercise!

“It’s like a video game,” Meike said, admiring the rough sketch of a dragon.

“A video game without respawns, maybe.” Anniken sighed and tugged on one flyer. “I’m not cut out for any of this. I’m a software developer.”

“I’m sure you can do something related to…” Their eyes fell on the drawing of a funky looking mushroom and beneath it, a timid call for foragers. “Annie, you do a lot of hiking.”

“For fun, not as a living.”

They showed her the flyer, but she barely glanced at it. “Look, mushroom hunting is fun. I don’t know how much it pays, but it must be decent if they can’t do it for themself.” It almost made them want to ditch the job for Griselda and go frolic in the forest. At least then they’d have something concrete, but they had to stay focused on the bigger picture.

“Foraging isn’t the same as hiking. And I try not to deviate off the established paths. Unlike my brothers…” Meike perked up; she barely talked about herself, and she never explained why she was even in the US. Sightseeing seemed most likely. “And I know nothing about mushrooms aside from portobellos and shiitake.”

“I could teach you! I’ve gone hunting a few times, and so far this world mirrors our own, in terms of flora and fauna. It’s the people that are…” They turned to Pickles, for example.

Now that they were in the city proper, the dog stood upright, a small humanoid. But there were others like him, tall dog-like men that would be right at home in a furry convention. And then there were the lizard people, and people with the claws and discreetly folded wings of birds. 

“Weirdos, I know.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “And you expect me to run errands for them?”

“It’s not easy on me either, you know.” Meike had no home to go back to, and what quiet corners they could find were spent in silent rumination. “We’ll just have to make the best of it until we sort things out.”

“And what if we never do? What then?”

Meike shrugged and quickly stepped back as a bulky, reptilian creature strode up to the board and plucked a flyer with his tongue, like a frog snatching a fly out of the air. It left just as quickly as it came, dragging a long tail behind. It vaguely reminded them of a leopard gecko, though it was hard to say for sure since it wore a long green cloak.

They turned back to Anniken, who’d buried her face in her hands. “I guess we adapt? The other option isn’t so nice.”

“I hate it here,” she said, peeking at them between her fingers. “I’m this close to losing my shit, Meike.”

“So we’ll find you a job with humans.” They checked the board again and grimaced. On the plus side, she was more less likely to have a non-human employer. “Look, this is a Laetiporus, one of many shelf fungi commonly found on trees. Most people refer to it as ‘chicken of the woods’ because, well, it tastes like chicken!“ They waved the flyer under her nose until she took it.

“Why do know so much about mushrooms?” She wrinkled her nose at them, which was a step up from despair. “I thought you were a plant nerd.”

“Botany isn’t just about plants! We even study algae.”

“Give it to me,” Pickles said, standing on the tips of his toes and waving a paw at Anniken. “Don’t know much ’bout shrooming, but you notice a lot from this height.”

“Fine, you take it. I need something more…respectable.”

Pickles snatched the paper out of the air and sat back on his haunches to look it over. Not being able to pet him was pure agony, but Meike managed somehow. “When does your new job start?”

“…We haven’t worked that out yet.” They moved away from the board to cast their shadow over the dog, leaving Anniken to squint and sigh. “She just said she’d call me when she was ready, but I’m hoping sometime this week.” How she would pull that off, they had no idea.

“It’s best to keep your options open,” he said, handing the flyer back. “I always have at least three jobs going.”

“Doing what?” Emotional support murder hobo?

“Herding, fightin’, killing rats.” He wiggled his paws and Meike saw the small toes were slender digits, toe beans and all. “Adventuring is where the real money is, but you know how it is.”

“I actually don’t.”

“I’m small,” he said.

“Oh, right…”

“People don’t take you seriously unless you’re big and mean. Small and cute? Come on!”

“I can relate,” they said, crouching down to his level. “But I’m hoping to start over here.”

He patted them on the head. “You remind me of myself when I was a pup.” He tugged on invisible suspenders. “I was a sailor. Well, a pirate, but still.”

“I was a loner, I guess.” By habit, not design. “Uni was…awkward, but it can’t be any worse than this.” It was a step up, really. Meike didn’t go to any wild parties and barely hung around the fringes of a group or two.

He slapped them on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit!”

Anniken rejoined them shortly after, grim faced and sober. “I found something I can tolerate.”

“What is it?” They tried to get a good look at the listing, but she folded it in half.

She sighed. “One of the most under-appreciated jobs in the world.”

“Housekeeping?”

“Close,” she said. “Cashiering.”
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