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The High Life
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Autumn had always been Meike’s favorite time of year. The summer heat and humidity didn’t suit their temperament, but winter was far too cold and bitter—a step up from the unbearable heat, and they could skate by in their favorite coat—leaving spring and autumn. Spring was just okay, a relief from the frigidity, but a prelude to the hell to come. 

Autumn, on the other hand, was like a soothing balm over inflamed skin, ushering in comfortable clothes that hid away their imperfections from the sun and scrutinizing gaze of their family and peers. One could get away with wearing jeans and slacks, but long sleeves were too stifling and curious.

No, the cooler months allowed them to shine! Halloween, pumpkin patches, hale rides, and colorful costumes! Meike was still a kid at heart, and while they weren’t the biggest horror fan, loved cozying up to an old favorite with a bag of assorted candy and popcorn. It was a shame they couldn’t do the same in Glasend.

Unlike Anniken—although perhaps things were different, now that she’d patched things up with Laken—Meike had fully embraced their new reality. If they truly were dead, as the theory went, then why wallow in the past? Why fixate on what could or should be?

Why not wipe the slate clean and begin anew?

Meike drew their honeycomb patterned cloak around their shoulders. They could see their own breath in the air, much as they recalled from their youth. It used to be freezing this time of year. They always shivered under their Halloween costumes, on some occasions wearing a hoodie over it.

But something changed over time, prolonging hot summer days well into November. But maybe there was hope for this world. Much as they wished for change on Earth, Glasend was their home now.

Meike squeezed the rabbit shaped token resting in their palm. Vivica was already out and about, inspecting the curious sounds and scents of their room.

By proxy of knowing Laken (and tending to their wounds), Meike and the rest of their merry band were granted free rooms in one of Redadore’s most illustrious hotels. Zelamir was at Laken’s manor, which they hadn’t seen for themself but assumed to be just as magnificent as the knight.

Young Alek wandered around the room, switching from crawling to walking. He was taller now, bigger all around, and had quite the appetite. The bear would be a force to be reckoned with once he was full grown.

Meike stepped inside and closed the balcony door. From their room on the sixth floor, they had a marvelous view of downtown and the festive decorations. Nothing spooky like Halloween, but it was beautiful all the same.

Gold and red banners lined storefronts, along with braided branches of apples, cherries, and exotic fruit. Birds roosted on roofs and trees, pecking at the generous offerings. And then there were the odd wooden carvings of deer, cattle, and gnomes.

Meike set the token in a corner of the spacious room, next to their desk. The miniature rabbit vibrated in place, rocking back and forth with such vigor they feared it would ricochet through the air.

It tilted back, but that was to be expected. The rabbit within stretched his legs and took a cautious hop forward.

“Hey there,” they cooed, squatting to pet Saffron. “It’s been a while, little fella.”

As the rabbit warily sniffed their hand, Meike wondered how much time had passed while he was in stasis. Yet another mystery to explore…

After a moment, his eyes lit up, and he leaned into their palm, hind paw lightly thumping against the floor. He joined Meike when they sat down, back propped up against a plush pillow. Saffron snuggled into their lap, purring as they absentmindedly rubbed his back, their other hand fiddling with their PDA.

Few people had cause to reach them, a painfully common trend that carried over to this world. Except they had even fewer contacts then…they mostly called and texted their mom while in school. Sometimes dad, but he wasn’t much of a texter or caller. He valued face-to-face interactions. Everyone else—those casual friends and shrooming enthusiasts—all used third party apps to keep in touch or schedule meetings.

Moi: Hey Meike! It’s me, Moira. Just reaching out to see how you’re doing, and what your plans are for the holiday.
Capsule: Hey! I’m actually not sure how long I’ll be away from Laeford. One of our party members is ill.

They were surprised she was even asking about them. Moira was one of the kindest people they met in Glasend, but surely she had other friends to waste time with on a lovely morning like this. Meike sighed, squeezing the small device in their hand. Or maybe she was just worried? It was a dangerous trip…their first real excursion into the world proper.

The PDA emitted a tiny ping! and the screen lit up with the small critter holding a pixelated letter.

Moi: So great to hear from you! And no worries, haha. I just know you were new to Laeford and all, and wanted to formally introduce you to our local festivities. There’s going to be a lot of good food, games, and drinks!
Capsule: Dang, I wish I could be there right now! We’re still in Redadore. I hear they’re doing a stag hunt? Not sure how I feel about that…

They knew the stag wasn’t being hunted solely for sport, but it still left Meike feeling some kind of way. It just felt so…exploitative. There was no dignity in killing a trapped animal.

Moi: Oh, the Queen does that every year. It’s a tradition started ages ago. Mostly nobles attend those and partake of its flesh. You don’t have to go unless you’re invited.

Meike’s heart sank at her words.

Capsule: I was invited…
Moi: Oh! Well then…you don’t have to eat the stag if you don’t want to, Meike. Or show up for the feast, I’m sure. Just say you aren’t feeling well.
Capsule: I think I should still go. I don’t want the Queen upset with me. Plus, all my friends will be there!

They could tolerate it with Pickles’ silly banter, and Cass was sure to have something to say. Maybe even speak at length about past events, or what she normally did this time of year. And Teddy…was Teddy. The real question was whether Anniken and Laken would be attending.

Meike, along with Laken’s squire, immediately rushed to the knight’s aid after that final battle with the trolls. Unfortunately, potions could only do so much. The villagers hosted Laken for a few days until she could make the trek home, pulled by Butterscotch’s cart. A knight by the name of Minogue led the procession, taking only half of the men he rode in with.

Those left behind were to secure the mines from future assaults.

Moi: Let her be mad! You are not beholden to the whims of our rulers. I do wish I could join you. This is…the highest honor mere folk like us could ever achieve.

Meike saw little value in watching a woman shooting a penned animal, but kept that to themself.

Capsule: I’ll be sure to tell you all about it! And uh…if I were to come by Laeford later, would I still be able to see some of the festivities?
Moi: Of course! They go on for at least a month or two. Not on a grand scale as the main event, but there are still fun activities throughout. Produce sales are really hot right now.
Capsule: Like a giant farmer’s market?
Moi: Something like that, sure. It’s the best time for it, being harvest season and all. Also a great time to stock up on materials—and I say that as both an alchemist and part-time herbalist.

Meike hadn’t thought of that, but they needed to replenish their inventory soon. The mines were just one of many stops on this journey.

Capsule: Thanks for reaching out and the heads up, Moira. I’m going to scope out the city later for supplies. But if you see anything…
Moi: I will, and you’re welcome. 
And Meike? Be careful out there.
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Chatting with Moira, brief as it was, turned a good morning into a great one, and that mood stayed with them all morning and well into the afternoon. Things only took a turn when they met up with Cass and Pickles for a day out on the town.

It started off well enough, them mingling outside of the hotel, catching up and gushing about their respective rooms. But the conversation inevitably came to the upcoming event the further they strayed from the affluent area, leaving behind garish buildings and decorations, to more humble settings.

“Meike, we’re in the capital,” Pickles said, hopping off a box and landing on all fours. “You should be prepping for the hunt!”

They sidestepped him, inching around the red bricked street and back onto the gray sidewalk. Being the capital city and all, Meike expected it to be in better shape than Laeford. It was, however, rather rundown in some areas.

“It’s not a hunt. It’s shooting fish in a barrel.”

“There’s no honor in killing a trapped stag,” Cass said, giving Pickles a dirty look. “You’re under no obligation to attend, Meike.”

“I’m still thinking about it. This may be my only chance to rub elbows with the Queen.”

“Still,” Pickles said, “You’re wasting a wonderful day like this in the freaking library?”

“I love libraries! I love reading and learning!”

“You’re in luck,” Cass said, chuckling. “The Scholar’s Square has quite a few bookshops. Mostly used books, but all well taken care of, I assure you.”

“Unbelievable…” He shook his head. “What’s the appeal of a bunch of musty old books?”

“I want to expand my horizons, Pickles. I still have much to learn if I want to be a great herbalist someday. We need potions, too.” And before that, they needed to buy herbs and vials.

“Hmph! Have fun with your dusty old books! I’m going to see what the boy is up to.” And with that, he was off, claws clicking against the cobblestones.

“Come. We’re better off without him.” Cass’ hand hovered over Meike’s shoulder. “I recommend going to the market first. Demand runs especially high this time of year.”

She didn’t need to tell them twice.

“How much coin do you have?”

Meike’s hand reached for the money pouch tied to their belt. It was heavy from their recent foray into the mines, though Meike had a feeling it wouldn’t be nearly enough for what they had in mind.

“At least a hundred, maybe two.” Things got iffy when you factored in the lesser coins.

“That’s more than enough, but if you need it…the Bank of Firetide is always open for service.” Cass winked, and Meike rolled their eyes.

“I’ll sell potions if I have to. Or scrub pots…”

Cass playfully shoved them aside. “Relax, Meike. I’m only teasing.”

“Please don’t.” Being teased by Cass felt…odd. It was one thing if Anniken or Pickles did it; that was to be expected. But Cass was the mature, grumpy one.

She chuckled, but dropped the playfulness for a cool expression. “Come on. This isn’t Laeford. You’ll find the marketplace here is better segmented, and the crafter’s corner is fully equipped.”

“Fully equipped? Like…”

“Fully. As in tools and donated materials. Not always of the highest quality, but you can’t argue with free.”

No, but it didn’t feel right taking supplies meant for those less fortunate.

The marketplace was busy even at this hour, the early birds vying over produce and equipment. Meike bypassed them in favor of smaller stalls, lined with fresh and powdered herbs. While it was tempting to thoroughly load their coffers, Meike only bought what was necessary.

And besides, they were hoping to buy several books, and those didn’t come cheap.

“You should consider joining a guild,” Cass said, inhaling the aroma of her cherry apple tart.

They’d stopped to grab lunch, and Meike ordered themself a blueberry scone and a cheese sandwich. They were down sixty gold, including the lunch, but figured they could buy a few books with the rest.

“I don’t know much about them, to be honest. What are the perks?” They only knew of guilds from video games, but were too shy to join any. While isolating, it was easier to play alone or with a trusted group of friends.

“As a crafter, you’d have financial support and a room—depending. You’d also have sure access to mentorship and new recipes.”

“That does sound nice…” Almost too good to be true, with the caveat being the application process. And the potential personality clashes…

“Just a suggestion. I joined an adventuring guild in my youth. They’re excellent for new crafters like you, and thrill seekers like Teddy.”

“I’ll look into it, but I like our little group.”

Meeting new people was exhausting, and they’d rather save the guild life for when they were ready to settle down and conduct some research of their own. Like Moira…

“Understandable, but we won’t be around forever. I may leave the party early next year, after the frost has retreated.”

“Really? What are you going to do?”

Cass shrugged. “Wherever the wind takes me. I like you, and Zelamir is an interesting character.”

“What about Pickles?”

“Bah! Him.” She took a large bite out of her pastry and chewed it over for several moments before responding. “The mutt has grown on me, but I know he wouldn’t miss me if I left today.”

“I’d miss you…”

“I know, and I appreciate it. I really do, Meike. But we all have to go our separate ways at some point.”

Meike nibbled on their own pastry, allowing her words to settle. They knew it was inevitable, but hoped that day wouldn’t come for several years. Funnily enough, they were eager to leave home the first chance they got. Meike loved their family, but never felt like they belonged.

They were always doing their own thing, and relentlessly teased by their brothers for being odd or distant. Their parents were decent folks, but still saw Meike as a child and didn’t take them seriously half the time. It was exhausting being around family, and while they were ashamed to admit it, didn’t miss them one bit.

“I’m going to poke around some of the used bookstores in this area. Maybe buy a few books on farming.”

“Planning on starting your own homestead?”

“Not quite, but I want something I can call my own. I want to grow herbs and start my own shop, but it might be easier to have a stall first…I don’t know.”

Cass plopped the last of her pastry into her mouth, nodding along as Meike spoke. She licked her lips, swallowed, and said, “Good idea. You may be able to get a loan from a guild or property manager. But don’t rush it. Once you set up roots, it’s hard to move.”

Ideally, they’d stick close to Laeford, where all their friends were. That also depended on Moira, who was young and able to travel, if willing. Maggie was married to her home, as was Lady Griselda, but Anniken, Pickles, Teddy, and especially Patches, were inclined to travel.

At least they’d have the companionship of their familiars. Young Alek was growing by the day, and soon would tower over them.

“We should focus on our current quests. I want to explore the areas in our maps.”

“Ah, those. All grand adventures, I’m sure.” Cass groaned as she stretched her arms above her head. “I’m only interested in one of those, and it’s bound to be swarmed by like-minded adventurers, come winter.”

“What do you propose, then?” She could only mean the Crystal Forest, which Meike was looking forward to. The Slime Canyon was less appealing; Teddy painted a horrific picture when they mentioned it.

“Go now, while the weather is kinder. This is why I suggested taking a coat for yourself. You’re going to wish you did, if we show up and you’re only wearing this flimsy cloak.” She tugged on it now, fingering the fabric before releasing it.

“What are you going to do for the rest of the day?”

“Talk to a few people, scout out the request board. There’s always something to do in Redadore.”

Meike so badly wanted to join her. Any quests the capital had to offer were bound to outshine those of Laeford and small towns. But it would have to wait til later.
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Scholar’s Square was immense and full of possibilities. Meike was tempted to explore every store, but doing so demanded more time than they had to spare. If given the chance, they’d explore a store a day, which could last a month or more.

Unfortunately, they had a week (two at the most) at hand, so elected to visit a handful of shops that day. First up was Judd’s Paige, recommended by Cass herself. “You’ll find a mix of almanacs, herbalist research notes, and a few pillow books, if that’s your thing,” she’d said, dropping a wink at the last part.

Meike was still puzzling that bit over. What the heck was a “pillow book”? Bedtime stories was their best guess, which they had no use for.

They strode into Judd’s Paige and immediately caught the eye of the store clerk.

“Good day,” he said in a gravelly voice. “Looking for anything in particular?” The clerk, Marzuthrax, according to his name badge, was well over eight feet tall, lime green with scaly skin, and had neatly pressed black hair overhanging one eye. Heavy eyeliner framed his other eye, and his snake-like tongue flickered in the air, presumably tasting Meike’s scent.

Meike blinked. It would be easier to ask for help, but they were hoping to browse. “Actually, I am here on a friend’s recommendation. She knows I’m interested in starting my own farm, or maybe a garden behind a shop. But I’m also an herbalist and wondered if you had any books on the subject.”

“Ahh.” Marzuthrax’s tongue extended several inches, the tip dancing in place. “I believe we have something of interest.”

He led them past several rows of books to a section nestled behind plush couches. “Everything in this section pertains to agriculture. You’ll find beginner manuals on starting a farm or garden. For anything else, feel free to see me or explore.”

Meike’s eyes went wide as they admired the ceiling to floor shelves. Farmer Gorack’s Guide To Quail Farming, Backyard Brewer With Mrs. Lovett, Spilling The (Goat’s) Milk, The Barefoot Herbalist…

This…was the holy grail of bookstores! But they had one question before the clerk hustled off.

“Out of curiosity…do you have any pillow books?”

Marzuthrax pointed at a shelf in the back of the store. “Over there, in our miscellaneous section. You’ll find a few novels and poems. Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?”

Meike’s brow furrowed. “Not…really. I only heard about it from a friend.”

He nodded, eyes closed as he rubbed his chin. “Ah, we get requests like that all the time, usually from people younger than you. Or nervous young men and women who recently became engaged.”

It dawned on them then that this was more of an adult book. That maybe they should be a little embarrassed, but Marzuthrax wasn’t teasing or berating them.

“Like a uh…” They tapped their index fingers together. “Sex book?”

Marzuthrax stared at them for a second before bursting out in good-natured laughter. “Sometimes! For published editions, you’ll find them more akin to journals, filled with exploits from daily life. Teenagers find them titillating, but adults treat them as advice. Court ladies and courtesans, such as Ninedeth Rivleam, Galamiel Summerstars, and Meggus Freemoon, are some popular names on the market.”

“Oh. So they’re like diaries?”

“More or less,” he said. “If you want something more…salacious, I’m afraid you’ll have to visit another shop. We do sell blank journals for general purposes. Always good to keep a record of your crops.”

That sounded a lot like upselling to Meike, but they had no complaints. It would be wise to jot their thoughts down from time to time…

“I’m good, thanks.”

Marzuthrax bowed and left them to browse.

But, as it disheartened Meike to see, books were just as expensive here as in the Other Place. Sighing, they allowed themself three books, altogether on par with a week’s salary with Lady Griselda. And this was just the first stop!

Meike hugged the books to their chest as they hurried to an empty couch. Farmer Gorack’s book stood out to them the most, as they were familiar with the healing properties of quail eggs. Of course, they were light years away from even owning one quail, let alone a flock.

Quail eggs were said to prevent allergies, a phenomenon discovered several decades ago by a French doctor, Dr Truffier. Dr Truffier noticed that quail farmers had fewer allergies than their peers, and tested this theory with non-farmers, adults and children alike. The results were astounding—while there was an initial rebound effect among several patients, this was overcome with time. Patients saw a notable reduction in allergies, on a level comparable to quail farmers.

Unfortunately, these findings aren’t as well known, though quail eggs have been qualified as a superfood.

As they skimmed through the book, Meike noted the lack of therapeutic benefits. Farmer Gorack focused more on the act of raising quail, but he included a few recipes for general use. Much like Dr. Truffier, this was something they had to test for themself.

Meike set the book aside and picked up the second: The Barefoot Herbalist. This one seemed promising. True to its name, it was a guide that included foraging and easy remedies one could make on the fly. Poultices, healing herbs and where to find them, and collecting dew drops bathed in the light of the full moon. An invaluable guide to Meike, a pile of kindling to Pickles. They placed the book on top of Gorack’s and picked up their true prize for today:

So You Want To Start A Potion Shop?

The cover depicted a small, cozy shop, with a fenced in garden beside it. This was Meike’s end goal.

They took another hour to browse—just for fun!—and found a few cheap books on various herbs and fungi familiar to this region. Some they knew already, others not so much. Hard to resist, in other words.

“Is that all for you today?” Marzuthrax asked at the counter.

He made no remark on the thin tome included in their stack, a copy of Mome Nighteye’s Dark Side of The Glass. It was the cover that attracted them, a closeup of a cat’s eye peering from a window, at the crowd of courtly women beyond. The back cover highlighted Nighteye’s disconnect with her own sexuality, but lasting curiosity over what compelled others.

Meike tried not to wince as they handed over a small ransom. “Yes, that’s it.”

He thanked them for their patronage, and gifted Meike a leaf shaped bookmark.

All in all, they left the shop with substantially less silver coin, but gained six new books. They tucked the complimentary bookmark into Farmer Gorack’s Guide To Quail Farming, and stored their new book collection in their bag. Might be a good idea to buy a proper backpack as well.

‘There’s always something…’

Meike bumped into Cass several shops down. She was tapping Jasper’s beak while reading a sign. Something about palm reading.

“Hey Cass,” they said, holding up their bulging bag. “Find anything good?”

Her finger ceased tapping, but she didn’t turn to face them as she spoke. “Nothing that concerns you.”

Jasper echoed her words, sounding rather proud of himself.

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’ then.”

“Let’s just say my day was quite productive.“ Meike could only assume she meant in terms of quests, but Cass wouldn’t elaborate. ”What about you? I figured you’d be gone until sundown.”

“I wanted to, but I’m starting to get hungry.”

She smiled, turning those cool eyes to them. “Perfect timing. I’m getting hungry myself, but I don’t want to fill up too much before the big feast.”

Meike’s stomach did a flip-flop at the mention of the stag. “I’m in the mood for soup and salad, but I still don’t know what’s good around here.”

Cass tossed Jasper a treat and circled behind Meike, resting a hand on their shoulder. “I can think of several. Come, let us gather up the boys for a round of flatbreads and mead.”

“Flatbread, as in pizza?“ Meike could go for one of those, preferably heavy on the cheese and decked out with peppers, olives, spinach... Their stomach rumbled at the mere thought! A couple of pizzas and Gorack’s guide was an excellent way to round up the evening.
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Shooting Fish In A Barrel
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The stag pranced mere feet from them, two enormous antlers balanced on its head. Reddish brown fur coated its tall, muscular body, dustings of white and gray on its lower legs and chest. Magnificent golden eyes regarded the crowd with scorn, and the antlers! Meike had never seen such a magnificent creature. One that deserved more than this… 

They’d come face to face with several deer out on hiking trails during the peak of mating season. On more than one occasion, they were forced to run or bike away from juvenile bucks and protective mothers.

But never had they seen an adult stag this close. Never dreamed to and was happier to keep it that way. This stag was a work of art, his twisted antlers a mix of red, gold, and cerulean. And it was about to be slaughtered to signal the change of seasons.

Capsule: What a waste. I can’t bear to watch this.
Moi: Meike, are you texting during the ceremony?!
Capsule: This is the only way I can focus.

Queen Illora strode out from her tent, longbow in hand. She looked absolutely stunning, body layered in a red gold tunic, a long cloak fluttering behind her in the breeze.

Capsule: The Queen looks super cool! I wish I could take a picture for you.

Mostly of that bow—it was almost as tall as she was. And the arrows she carried with her were like mini-spears. This was pure overkill.

Moi: How close to her are you?
Capsule: We got front row seats!

Front row, sandwiched between Anniken and Cass, the latter who nudged Meike in the side and mouthed at them to put their PDA away.

Meike ducked their shoulders and hid the device in their lap. Not that it mattered—everyone was focused on the Queen and her stag. Or Laken, who stood on the edge of the clearing, hand resting easily on the hilt of their sword. Word on the street was that her wounds were fully healed, though Meike knew better.

Anniken didn’t give them the nitty-gritty details, but confirmed that it may take some time for Laken to be at 100%.

“Come on,” Teddy whispered. “Shoot it already—ow!“

“And you, shut it,” Cass growled. She rested her hand on her lap, alternating glares between him and Meike.

“Yes, mom,” Teddy mumbled, flinching when Cass’ arm twitched.

Capsule: Sorry, Moi. The festivities are starting.

And as if on cue, Laken cleared their throat and called out, “Let the games…begin!”

There was a collective gasp as the Queen began her manufactured hunt. Meike squirmed in their seat, growing as anxious as Teddy without their PDA. Just like the Other Place, funnily enough.

Except the PDA wasn’t a handheld computer capable of placing calls while simultaneously browsing the World Wide Web. Soon, maybe. The potential was there, and if everything ran on mana…better for the environment overall.

Capsule: The Queen is lining up her shot, but the stag has sauntered off into the…fenced off woods?

The stag pawed at an invisible barrier, a line of trees just beyond. It snorted and lowered its head as if to charge, but stopped short of doing so. Lurking nearby was Queen Illora, taking her time with putting the stag in her sights.

Capsule: Lady Alys just yawned. I don’t think she’s as impressed with the charade.
Moi: Ha! Poor thing. She’s seen it a dozen times by now, I’m sure.
Capsule: How long have they been married?

Meike tucked the PDA into their sleeve when Cass poked them in the side. Nothing remarkable was happening, and they were starting to get hungry. Not for stag or reheated flatbreads. Maybe soup or a savory pie..

A gasp went through the crowd as Illora shot her first arrow, catching the stag in the flank. It bellowed in rage and anguish, rounding and charging straight for the Queen, those fearsome antlers set to run her clean through.

It was at this point that Meike stopped watching, knowing it would only end in further bloodshed. Cass, knowing their nature, left Meike alone, though not without scoffing.

Moi: At least fifteen years. They were engaged at an early age.
Capsule:You mean an arranged marriage? That’s sad.
Moi: It’s practical. Marrying for love is a luxury only people of lower standing can afford. Can you imagine how messy it would be for royalty to marry out of love?
Capsule: I don’t know. All the married people I know seem happy.

Meike didn’t think so much of love or marriage, but their parents genuinely seemed happy together. Their brothers, however…were always fighting or breaking up with their girlfriends.

Moi: What do you think about marriage?

Pickles and Teddy jumped to their feet, hooting and hollering while the nobles remained seated and clapped. A horrible cry clawed at the air, followed by the heavy thump of a body striking the ground.

“Queen Illora remains the undefeated champion,” Laken declared. “With the felling of the stag, I hereby announce the arrival of Harvest season! The meat of this beast shall not go wasted. By the end of the day, it shall be bled, quartered, and prepared for consumption!”

Cheers ran all over now, and some people even stomped their feet.

Capsule: I don’t know. Never really thought about it.
Moi: Is that so…
Capsule: I’m too young for that kinda stuff. There’s still so much I want to see and do in life.
Moi: I agree with you there.
Capsule: Why?
Moi: I’m just curious, is all. Most people already know by our age.
Capsule: That they want to get married? I don’t know about that, Moira.

They knew of people who’d gotten married in their early twenties out of pressure or naivety. In almost every case, they regretted going through with it and would’ve waited or not done it all. By then, it was too late, and kids were involved.

Meike was confident enough to know they wouldn’t get married, had never desired to do so, much to their mother’s disappointment. She always chastised them for not taking an interest in boys or feminine things.

“I’m more of a hamster person,” they’d said when the topic of kids came up.

Moi: Well, I made up my mind when I was seventeen. I like the idea of marriage, but only when I’ve advanced in my career and research.
Capsule: You never did say what you were working on…
Moi: It’s a surprise, silly! One that will change the world as we know it.
Capsule: How soon will we hear about it?

“Hey, Laken,” Pickles said, scuttling out of Meike’s view. “What’ll it take to secure those antlers for me?”

Moi: Hopefully before the first snow. Any later, and you might not learn anything til spring.

Spring…They glanced at the crowd around the Queen and her prize stag, the latter covered in a ceremonial blanket.

Capsule: Does it involve the transmission of information?
Moi: Ooh~. I like the way you think, Meike! But no. I can see it being used in that capacity, but that’s not the primary focus.

Dang! Goodbye mana powered internet…

Capsule: I can’t get a little hint? :(
Moi: Sorry, Meike. It’s something you have to see for yourself. Just believe me when I say it’ll blow your socks off!
Capsule: Fine then. Keep your secrets. :P
Moi: Silly Meike! How’s the stag, by the way?
Capsule: Ugh. Dead, what else? Everyone is cheering and calling dibs on its corpse.
Moi: I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must be for you. Just hang in there. These things don’t last long.

She had a point there. Much like that awful pig roast in Laeford, everyone was bound to succumb to somnolence and scurry home to sleep it off. But not Meike, who would either have a salad or leftover flatbread.

Capsule: Eh, it’s fine. I’m kinda used to it from big family gatherings.

Except those weren’t optional...

Moi: Well, I gotta go. Don’t want to keep you from the festivities!
Capsule: Thanks, Moira! Hope to see you soon.

They placed the PDA back in their pocket and hurried from the stands to catch up with the group.
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‘This is going to take forever,’ was Meike’s thought as a mix of humans and beastfolk (mostly nobles) filtered into the massive dining hall.

Unlike the halls they’d grown accustomed to, this was a combination recreational and refreshment area. Couches, bookshelves, small tables set for two player games…

Meike was itching to check out whatever novels or nonfiction tomes graced the shelves of royalty, but Cass had them on a short leash.

“I don’t need you and Teddy getting lost.”

Teddy piped up before Meike had a chance to do so. “I am not a child!” He wiggled in place, held tight by the collar of his nice tunic. “Unhand me, woman!”

“The best leash is a mental one, but physical works just as well.” She winked at Meike. “There are spells for such things. Mostly for familiars, but they work just as well on adventurers.”

“I’ll…keep that in mind.”

“Come.” Still holding Teddy by the collar, she motioned for Meike to follow.

“Where’s Pickles?”

“Yeah, where is that blasted dog?”

Cass glared at Teddy. “Pickles is of no concern to me, but I assume he’s harassing the royal butcher for his share of the stag.”

“And Anniken?” But they already had a good idea where she ran off to.

“With Laken. The two have been joined at the hip since we rode into Redadore.” She turned Teddy loose before sinking onto a couch. “Technically, we are allowed to roam the castle—to an extent, of course.”

“Of course,” Meike echoed.

“But I don’t care to rub elbows with nobles.” Her mouth twisted in disdain, almost spitting the words. “Even so, there are areas of the castle that interest me…”

Somehow, Meike doubted she had pure intentions. “The Queen said we were free to come and go as we please. I think I’ll take the opportunity to return to the inn.”

“Careful. The Queen says many things she doesn’t fully intend.”

“Um…what?”

“It means she’s just putting up a front,” Teddy said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Being polite and all? She gives you the option, not expecting you to actually take her up on it.”

“Aye. One of those social niceties nobles are always enforcing. Where I grew up, people were genuine and upfront with their intentions.”

Meike’s heart sank, along with their shoulders. “Most people in my home country relied on those niceties, but I could never keep up…I thought it would be different here.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but not everyone has the heart to be blunt, and the ruling class are especially sensitive to hasty words.”

“But you would leave if you could, right?”

“Meike, I’m only staying because I’m curious—and you’re here.”

“She also wants a piece of that stag,” Teddy said, slouching in his seat. “And so do I…”

“Well, if I have to be here, I wanna be productive,” Meike said, sitting up high and rolling their shoulders.

“And go where?” Cass asked, but a look in her eye implied she knew.

“The royal library, where else?”
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Meike’s knowledge of royal libraries came from games, television, and books. Sure, a royal library was bound to contain dry reading material; all log books about the best performing crops and vendors in the area, historical tomes on the major players and remnants of past wars…

Nothing they had real interest in. It was the section of books curtained off in a cozy corner that they sought—fiction. From grim tales of war and famine to romances featuring soft-spoken knights rescuing princesses from dragons. Well. Maybe not that latter bit; that was more Anniken’s style.

“Oi, kid. What’s your business here?”

But even tawdry bodice rippers would be beyond their grasp if they couldn’t bypass the castle guard.

Meike swallowed the lump in their throat and stuck their chin at the humanoid rabbit before them.

The rabbit was decked out in a bright colored tunic, multicolored tights, and pads of cloth covering half his hind paws. A cone-shaped hat rested neatly between his long brown ears.

“You got carrots in your ears or what?” His upper lip peeled back, revealing a set of large incisors.

“No sir,” they said quickly. “I was looking for the library.”

One of his ears jerked in the direction behind him, at the open doorway, and just beyond it, a bookshelf that extended well above the doorframe.

“The library, eh?” His ear did a little dance before falling still by his cheek. “It’s just beyond this door. But what makes you think you can just waltz on in?”

Meike cleared their throat. “Queen Illora invited me to make myself at home within the castle.”

“Did she now?”

“Yup! I’m here in honor of the stag hunt, having tended to Ser Laken’s devastating wounds.”

He snorted, but lowered his curled lip. “Are you that young herbalist I’ve heard so much about?”

“Yessir.”

“You don’t gotta call me sir,” he said with a grunt. “Name’s Roger. Roger O’Hara.”

Meike bit back a snort. “And I’m…Capsule.”

Unblinking, Roger grunted and hopped to the side. “Try not to make a mess of the place—or the books. Lady Alys will throw a fit if so much of a page corner is creased.” He clucked his tongue. “Royals.”

“Aye. Royals.” They hustled inside, hands curled in the fabric of their poncho. Anniken got it nice and patched up for them—couldn’t have Meike looking like a ragamuffin in front of the queen.

There wasn’t much they could do about their hair, unfortunately. Meike’s afro had grown out quite a lot in the months they’d spent in Glasend, and recently was starting to lock up. And honestly…they preferred it that way.

“Wow,” they whispered, respectful of the nobles milling about the library.

Floor-to-ceiling shelves, with rolling ladders! Just like in the movies! Moira would kill to see this, they were sure.

Meike attempted to make themself smaller as they edged around the exquisitely dressed nobles, skirting around the heavy tomes on crop production and almanacs, to a section labeled “Beasts & Flora”.

Their eyes bulged at the standalone books of the creatures of this land, which included the likes of trolls and ogres. Several books caught their eye, but Meike reached for two in particular. One was a small tome, perfect for carrying in pockets; another was slightly thicker and too wide to comfortably fit in anything but a proper sized bag. If only they could spend a week here! It was easy to get lost in a grand library like this, and one day wasn’t nearly enough, but all they could afford.

They took a stack of books to a table by a large window with a stunning view of the city. The librarian, a broad-shouldered man with a neatly shaved head, glanced at them once and returned to dusting. If he noticed Meike slipping two books into their poncho, he made no note of it.

Meike’s heart beat furiously as they calmly exited the library, fretting over each step along the way.
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“Oh, Meike,” Cass said, smiling into her sleeve. “You’re a naughty little scamp.”

“No more than Pickles,” they said, sinking against a wall and pressing a hand at the stitch in their side. “And I only took things the Queen would have no use for.”

Meike had ducked out of the castle as the festivities came to a head. It was far too loud and crowded for their liking, and some of the nobles were…getting oddly comfortable with each other. For that, they mostly blamed Pickles, who Meike spotted lurking around the punch bowl. He’d tactfully tucked a flask into a furry pocket on his side, briefly making eye contact with them as he did so. And then he had the nerve to wink!

From there, Meike warned Anniken, Cass, and Teddy via the group chat, but Anniken saw too late; Laken brought her a cup of the tainted drink. Laken’s wise squire had frowned at her cup and poured the contents into a potted plant.

“Where even is that mutt?” Teddy asked, crossing his arms and attempting to look stern. It didn’t suit him.

Cass shook her head, the grin fixed on her lips. “Off spending the night with a poodle, I’m sure. Or sleeping it off.”

“I’m more worried about Anniken,” Meike said. “I know she was with Laken, but…”

“Zel will be fine.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Laken’s no lightweight.”

“I’m glad you’re so confident…” They took a moment to collect their breath and shuffled the books tucked into their poncho. “Sorry we had to leave so early.”

“Don’t be.” Her smile wavered. “I know what goes on at parties when alcohol is added to the mix, and it’s nothing I want to get caught up in.”

“Me either! I’m just a boy!”

“And besides, I got what I came for.” She held up a greasy bag of meat. “I helped myself to seconds…and thirds, while everyone was distracted.”

“Gross,” Meike said. “Shouldn’t we go back to the inn before we trade stories?”

It was a reasonable request, one even Teddy couldn’t find fault with.

The day itself went by faster than they expected; apparently, bleeding, gutting, and quartering a 600 pound stag only took a matter of hours, with the skilled hand of a magically inclined butcher. Add a chef with similar magical capabilities, and the dining hall was ready to sup by six. And what a feast it was! The stag was seasoned so well that even Meike’s discerning gut was tempted. It was the heady aroma of cloves that got to them, bringing up memories of Thanksgiving dinners at their late grandmother’s. Except replace stag with ham, and add pots of collard greens, black-eyed peas, and pans of macaroni and cheese.

The feast Meike and company were treated to was an assortment of pies (meat, fruit, cheese), bodacious salads, soup, appetizers as far as the eye could see, and so many puddings and cakes! Like Cass, Meike packed as many pies as possible into a sack, but there was no saving their second helping of salad. But hey—they had more than enough snacks to tide them over for the week. Poor Ted came away with nothing, but he was welcome to their snacks.

The trio made it to the inn without any trouble, though Meike fully expected Roger O’Hara to round the corner and march them back to the castle, where they would surely be put in stocks and pelted with rotten fruit and vegetables. They breathed a sigh of relief as they filtered into the quiet hall, empty but for a few travelers preparing to bed down for the night. One or two gave the group a curious glance, but cloaks obscured the festive clothing beneath.

“Let’s see it then,” Cass whispered, sitting opposite Meike at the long table. Teddy sat beside them, happily munching away at a fruit pie from Meike’s bag.

Meike glanced around before removing the books from their travel bag and placed them face down in front of Cass. The books would mean nothing to her, they were sure; only an herbalist and amateur monster tamer would be intrigued. But Cass continued to surprise them.

“Oh, excellent find, Meike! I have no use for these, but in the right hands...” She flipped through the smaller of the two books before setting it down and picking up the second.

The slimmer book carried no fancy cover or lettering; its title was sufficient. The Herbal Journal of Elodie Noseworthy, one of a kind, and painstakingly marked with a comprehensive list of monsters, plants, and recipes for cures and poisons! The larger book, which Cass leafed through now, was a deep dive into the hidden beauty of the world, filled with landmarks and lesser traveled areas that included the likes of the Crystal Forest and Slime Canyon. Almost better than the maps they bought, but of equal value. Less Traveled Gems of the Realm was a somewhat underwhelming name for such a grand book, but titles mattered so little when compared to content.

“Yeah, but what’s it mean?” Teddy asked, spraying crumbs on the table.

“It means,” Cass said, sweeping the crumbs away, “that we’ve got quite the journey ahead of us.”

Teddy sighed over his mouthful, but offered no further complaint. He was an alleged fan of travel and adventure, after all.

“So you’ll stay on?”

Cass shot them a cool look. “I suppose you already know the answer to that. Who knows? Maybe we’ll find a great treasure to fuel my retirement.”

“What about those books we found in the mines?” Teddy asked, eyes shining in the low light. “The troll record books.”

Meike shrugged. They’d taken one out of curiosity, but had no way of translating it. Everything else was left for the Knights to sort out. “We should focus on what’s before us now.” They cracked a shy smile, taking a cue from Anniken. “Unless you wanna go back and help hold the line?”

He scowled at the idea and returned to munching on his food.

“Anyway,” Cass said, returning the books, “let’s give Zelamir and Pickles a day to recover from the festivities. And then we’ll reconvene and confirm our plans.”

“Sounds good to me.” They slapped Teddy’s hand away from their bag. He’d already taken two extra pies. “Teddy, you should stock up on rations.”

He made a face at them, a childish insult fresh on his lips, but bit it back with a huff.

Meike left first, followed by Cass, leaving Teddy to clean up his mess and sulk. Cass had taken a flask of wine to pair with her meat and sweets, but Meike planned to hit the books before turning in for the night. Same as every night.
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Less Traveled Gems of the Realm
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The Crystal Forest is known for its vast beauty and strange creatures, from the simple-minded crystal golems and treants, to the majestic reindeer. But I caution the average traveler against embarking on this journey alone! Even skilled adventurers find themselves put to task in this beautiful but hostile landscape. 

I have had the fortune of traveling to and from the area on numerous occasions. However, I always had the assistance of local guides and adventurers. Having come face to face with a stampeding herd of crystal reindeer, I can safely say I would not have survived without Rudolphus at my side.

Rudolphus admitted to wetting himself when he saw the creatures charging towards us, their heads lowered and ready to run us through with those glittering antlers! Antlers shaded with every color of the rainbow!

Dear traveler, should you ever find yourself in the forest, beware those lights! Never gaze too long, else you run the risk of losing yourself in them! Rudolphus told me of a time a young adventurer succumbed to the alluring call of those dreadful lights, never to be seen again…

Meike closed the book and set it on their lap, mystified. The Crystal Forest…how fortunate they were to be on their way!

“How long do you plan on staying up?”

They blinked, Anniken’s face swimming into focus over the dwindling fire. She’d been quiet through most of the ride, no doubt missing Laken.

“I volunteered to take first watch.”

“Mind if I join you? I can’t sleep.”

“Sure.” They had a feeling this would cut into their reading time, but Meike honestly didn’t mind the company.

She sat near them, drawing her knees to her chest. “What are you reading?”

Meike held up the journal. “Less Traveled Gems of the Realm. I...borrowed it from the library. The title says it all, really. I found an entry about the Crystal Forrest and some of the creatures there. Like crystal reindeer!”

The light of the fire danced in Anniken’s eyes as a small smile formed on her lips. “Yes. I think I want to try taming one.”

“Do you have the ability? Reindeer are scary enough on their own, but these...they sound dangerous.”

“What isn’t in this world?” She chuckled quietly to herself, mindful of the sleeping figures camped out around the fire. “I didn’t think it would be easy, Meike. As for whether or not I can tame the beast...” She sat up straight, tossing back her hair. “You aren’t the only one skilled in monster taming.”

Meike had their doubts, as they’d yet to see Anniken put these alleged skills to the test, or even be accompanied by a tamed beast. They fully expected her to push the task off onto Meike, who was more inclined to keep the beast for themself. But there was no harm in humoring her.

“What have you tamed so far?”

“Dogs, briar squirrels, sand cats, that kind of thing.”

“And you think you can tame a reindeer?” Meike held out a hand, and Vivica trotted over to lick it. They petted her, and without needing to be instructed, she laid at their feet and rested her head on Meike’s lap. Her eyes closed in contentment as Meike scratched her behind the ears.

Anniken watched the display in silence, her jaw tightening at the unspoken challenge. “Wolves aren’t that much harder than dogs, nor are they even on the same scale of a reindeer.”

“What else do you know about these reindeer?”

“Why don’t you tell me, since you seem to know so much.”

“From having read this book, I can assert that they’re difficult to tame. One runs the risk of being glamoured by the reindeer and run through, should they be labeled a threat. Or trampled. Either way, it ends with death. I’d be less worried if we had Laken and their heavy armor, but you...”

“I’m no weakling, Meike,” she said hotly. “My armor may not be as impenetrable as Laken’s, but I’m lighter and agile. I won’t be run down by Rudolph the fucking reindeer.”

“I just don’t want you to get hurt, but I can help you.”

“What does the book say about taming them?”

Meike opened the book on Vivica’s back and flipped back to their page. “It says here to... ’For the curious among us, such as beast tamers and lovers of exotic pets, these creatures can be coaxed with the promise of food. The crystal reindeer is partial to the ruby crystal hearts, fleshy red fruits that grow on long vines near the heart of the forest.’“

They held out the book to show Anniken the picture drawn there. The ruby crystal heart was a horrific thing, at least based on the artist’s depiction. This was no cute, cartoonish heart, but a close resemblance to the organ hard at work. A vine extended beyond the stem, viscous juice dribbling down it and the sides of the fruit, pooling onto the bottom of the page.

“Christ,” Anniken said, wrinkling her nose. “That’s disgusting.”

“I’m sure it’s not as bad as the real thing. Artists like taking liberties with their subjects.”

“Yeah, I can see that. What else does it say?”

“‘It’s no simple feat collecting these succulent fruit. One must first contend with the crystal golems lurking within the area. These gentle giants guard the remains of an abandoned village, presumably the home of their creators.’”

“Let me guess—these ‘gentle giants’ are quick to squish you like a grape.”

“Seems to be the case, yeah. But I think we’ll be fine, as long as we don’t agitate them.”

“But if our very presence upsets them—”

“We just have to avoid drawing attention to ourselves. It’s a lot like aggro.”

Anniken snorted, but offered no further complaints. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She bundled up in her bedroll, the dim glow of her PDA betraying her wakefulness.

Was she talking to Laken, or waiting for a text that wouldn’t come til morning? For a moment, Meike considered pinging Moira, but she was surely in bed at this hour, or else busy with her mysterious research.

After some time, Anniken’s light dimmed and she laid still, breath evening out as she fell into a deep slumber. Now it was just Meike and Vivica.

Meike glanced into the surrounding darkness before returning to their book.

According to my guide, the crystal golems were the first beings the mages created. These hulking guardians patrolled the grounds while their masters slept and worked, fending off invaders and rival mages. They were originally made of mud, but these mud men were of inferior quality and prone to repetitive pathing, walking into walls or trees.

They also fell apart in stiff breezes and rain. An unnamed mage decided crystal would be a sturdier alternative, and time agrees.

Rudolphus claims the other crystal beings came to be after a horrible tragedy. An experiment gone wrong, he said. The mundane beasts of the area were corrupted, their bodies twisted into something cold and unmovable. Some trees were also affected. These are the crystal treants that harass travelers on the outskirts of the forest.

A young woodsman made the mistake of taking an axe to one of these twisted monstrosities, as though it were a common tree. Poor lad lost his head in the process! And shattered his arm while trying to hack it down. I’ve never been one for chopping wood, but I wager fire would be the better alternative. While I’m sure crystalized wood fetches a hefty sum from collectors, it’s not good for much else.

Meike yawned and set the book aside. They would relay this information to their team in the morning. Pickles would relieve them soon.
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Capsule: Hey Moira. Just checking in to say it’ll be awhile before we return to Laeford. Things keep…coming up, haha.
Moi: No worries! You know what they say about adventurers—their travels are neverending.
Capsule: Haha, that’s true! We’re on our way to the Crystal Forrest.
Moi: The Crystal Forrest? Are you going to tame a reindeer or a golem?

Meike swung their legs over the ruins of a wooden fence. The party had stopped to seek shelter at a roadside inn—assuming Cass and Pickles liked what they saw, anyway. Meike personally wouldn’t mind sleeping in a bed for just one night, after making do with a stiff bedroll for so long.

What they really missed was the cushy room back at Redadore. That was a level of comfort they rarely saw while traveling, one they rarely even afforded themself, due to dwindling funds.

Capsule: Dunno. A teammate wants a reindeer, but I think she expects me to tame it for her. Not that I mind, but…

The door to the inn swung open, and Pickles sauntered out, bearing a victorious grin. Meike didn’t even have to ask.

Moi: I hope she compensates you well for it. Those reindeer can be brutal.
Capsule: Yeah, so I’ve heard! Or read, rather. I found an excellent guide to complement the map we’re following. The book says we can placate the reindeer with a certain fruit. We just…gotta find a way to safely procure it.
Moi: Is it one of those heart fruits?
Capsule: …yeah. Ruby crystal hearts. How’d you know?
Moi: I mean, the two go hand in hand…I can’t imagine you getting close to one without it. Meike, I can’t stress how dangerous these creatures are. Please be safe!

By now Pickles was almost upon them, dropping the saunter into a relaxed waddle. He stuck a paw in the air and waved for their attention. Meike waved back and pointed at the device in their hand. He stopped, gave them a thumbs up, and occupied himself with a blue rubber ball.

Capsule: Don’t worry about me, Moira. I’ll be fine!

That settled, Meike hopped down from the fence and jogged over to Pickles, Vivica at their heels. As always, the wolf towered over the corgi, but she gave him a polite sniff before settling onto a soft patch of grass.

“I assume we’re staying here for the night?”

“Correct! Cass scored a great deal on rooms for the night.”

Meike shuffled from foot to foot, staring anxiously at the humble inn. It had a stable and what looked to be a smithy, but were there really enough rooms to accommodate four people? The stables were nearly full, with room for maybe a horse or two, but three?

“How many rooms did they have available?”

“Just the two, but we’ll make it work.”

Easy for Pickles to say; he was a small dog and could make himself comfy anywhere, like at the foot of the bed or beneath it. “Is Teddy getting his own room, then? That doesn’t seem fair…”

He waved a paw in the air. “That’s the same logic Cass raised, but the lad’s balls haven’t dropped yet. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“I…don’t think that’s the point, Pickles.”

“Anyway, the rooms are really nice. They also share a toilet and a little sitting area. If you get worried about the boy, just leave your door open.”

“That doesn’t help—wait, am I sharing the room with Teddy? Pickles!”
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