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      The moon was only half full over Lorb, a small village. The soft light allowed the shadows to creep through the poor excuses for dirt paths by the people who lived there. The drama unfolding in the world didn’t have meaning in a place like this. The Outside wasn’t a place where people worried about something as trivial as the end of the world or a unicorn invasion.

      No one was born here. This was the kind of place you went to if you were running away from something. The Outside had no need for memories. If you lived here, the only thing you were worried about was the now.

      Lorbians, as the more cheerful members of their loose society called themselves, often gathered at the Black Dragon Inn at the center of town after dark. Tonight was no different. Even the grumpiest people found it better to be here than under the stars of the wilderness, trying to sleep with the monsters that roamed anywhere they pleased.

      They didn’t get much more lonesome than Ronald Griffin.

      The man in black wandered into town one hot day, covered in golem dust, blood, and an aura of exhaustion. Dragging a black suitcase that had seen better days. Ron never left town. That was all anyone knew about him. Everyone here had a story. It was an unwritten law of the Outside to never ask.

      Tonight, he sat in the dark corner of the Black Dragon, drinking a bottle of red liquor, just watching the people do their thing. The same thing he did almost every night.

      “Hey, Ronnie, how’s it going over here? I almost thought you fell into a shadow back there,” a woman said. He snapped out of his daze. “No, I’m fine, but thanks for asking,” he replied with his usual quiet voice.

      “Did you need a refill?” she asked, and he looked at his bottle. “No,” he replied. “Well, if you do, just give old Alice a call,” she said and moved off. Ron grunted in response and took another drink. It was still early, and he could still feel all his limbs. Calling her back was going to be a sure thing before the night was over.

      Ron scanned the room. No one was new, no one was missing from last night. Everything was fine, everything but the annoying piano music coming from the corner of the place, trying too hard to make it a better atmosphere.

      The myriad of voices was constant as people talked, shared stories of glory and horrors alike. Some of those past glory stories made Ronald cringe a little. No one had much to do out here but lie, and when they did, it was always a big one. There was no reason to get upset over something like this, but someone was doing it, right now.

      Ron shifted his eyes toward the commotion. It looked like everyone else was, too. He just hoped it wouldn’t make its way toward him.

      A voice rose above the crowd.

      “Are you calling me a liar?” a man slurred his words and stood up. “Yeah, I don’t believe you ever saw a herd of unicorns out there. No one has,” the other said. Gil stumbled to keep his balance. Ron got ready for trouble. Gil was a musclebound brute. He looked meaner than he was, however.

      “I did, I swear I did. Just a few miles from the Green Pass, days ago,” Gil said. Ron found it hard to believe. He had been all over the Outside and he’d seen a lot of things but never a herd of unicorns. Tyler wasn’t having it. He drew his left fist back and punched Gil in the face, knocking the orc to the ground.

      “You idiot, you drink too much,” Tyler yelled at him, and the crowd laughed. Ron didn’t, even if the story didn’t seem credible, anything was possible. People didn’t want to believe in a horrible thing like that. Ron didn’t feel bad for the orc. He should have kept that story to himself.

      With the situation dealt with, the crowd went back to what it was doing before. Alice walked to the guy on the ground and helped him back up. The nyx was the most helpful person in this place. Ron was thankful someone was decent around here.

      Ron took another big swig of his drink and felt the burn, but not the effects. Not yet at least. He took a deep breath when someone sat at his table, someone drunk. Ron looked at him, and the man just smiled.

      “How come you never join the party, wolf?” he asked. “Not really my thing,” Ron replied, hoping he’d just go away. “You literally have nothing better to do in this heap. Sleep, drink, and maybe if you’re lucky, spend some alone time with a dryad passing through town,” he replied, and Ron set his bottle on the table.

      “I’m fine, really. I’m sure your friends are wondering where you are. You should go back to them,” Ron replied. “My name’s Mayer. Count Mayer,” the man replied. “I have no friends, just servants,” he said.

      This man didn’t look like a typical noble, but you couldn’t tell by looking alone. “What is someone like you doing way out here in the dust bowl of the Outside?” Ron asked, and Mayer laughed a bit too loud.

      “Wolf, Lone Wolf, I am out here because my stupid servants didn’t like me. They kicked me out of my castle, all of them. Exiled me to the wasteland. So, here I am with you, and all the rest of the rabble the world didn’t want,” Mayer said with slurred words.

      Ron stopped caring and started being annoyed. If the story was true, the man was likely just another power hungry sadist, or he was lying. Either way, it didn’t matter. No one ruled the Outside. His title didn’t matter.

      “Well, Count. My bottle is empty, and I need you to get me a refill,” Ron said. Mayer stared at the bottle for a second.

      “Righty-o,” the man said with a slur, picked it up, and wandered off. “Alice, Alice!” Mayer said, drawing out her name as far as he could, as if it were a song. “Ronnie needs a new bottle,” Mayer yelled out and turned back to point at him, but Ron was already gone.

      Alice looked at the door just in time to see it close. She shook her head. “One of these days,” she said to no one.

      Ron stepped into the night and started walking toward his shack. In Lorb, everyone had scrap shacks cobbled together from anything people could find.

      Most of the time, people left him alone, but it must have been the half-moon that was driving people together. He’d always heard that a half-moon caused opposites to attract more often.

      He was thankful that it wasn’t common for people to bother him, but at least they weren’t aggressive. Something about the town just kept people calmer than other outposts he’s been to in the past. It’s been four whole weeks since the last person was killed in the streets over something trivial, a record anywhere in the Outside.

      The wind kicked up a slight cloud of dust in the air before he got to his shack, and he had to look away. The wind out here always sounded mournful. No one knew why, but it was worse in town when it whistled around and through the poor excuses for buildings in these parts. It always gave him the chills, not that he’d admit that to anyone.

      His shack wasn’t far away from the Dragon. He opened the door and stepped inside. He flipped the switch beside him, but the light didn’t turn on. He grunted a little. Jeb must not have filled up the generator today. He couldn’t get to upset. It wasn’t like anyone was getting paid to run things around here as far as he knew.

      The moonlight made things easy enough to see anyway. His eyes adjusted to the dark fast enough as it was. He sat in the rickety chair that felt like it was going to break each time he used it, but never did.

      The night was quiet as ever, not even the voices from the Dragon could be heard from here. He didn’t mind. Nothing would sneak up on him this way, but the horrors of the outside usually stayed away from towns, at least they were supposed to.

      He stared at the moon through the misshapen hole that passed for a window around these parts and drifted away in thought, closing his eyes. “Take me home,” he said, hoping for the best. Dreams were not always kind, but sometimes they weren’t so bad either.
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      The dreams came to an end. Ron woke up with the cool breeze of the morning, but the sun wasn’t up yet. It’s what he got for going to sleep so early. That old chair, once comfortable, turned into a torture device. Everything hurt.

      Tearing himself out of the chair felt like it was getting a little harder every day, but it was better than sleeping in some haunted rockpile and hoping for the best out there in the wild. The worst part about town life was there wasn’t much to do. No, that wasn’t right, there was lots of busy work to do, but none of it was appealing. None of it anyone volunteered for. He tried lights again, still nothing.

      Ron was sure by now that someone, somewhere, would have gone to check on the situation. Maybe they were all too drunk to care. First thing was first, however. He’d make a trip to the restroom on the way to the power station.

      Ronald wasn’t sure how long it was until sunrise, maybe it was longer than he thought. The stars seemed right for it, but, well, maybe he was confused, still hungover a little. One foot in front of another. The power station wasn’t much to look at.

      Another old shack with wires coming out of it that someone put together ages ago, and people kept adding their own special touch to it before passing on. That the place worked at all was nothing short of a miracle.

      Ron knocked on the metal door. “Hey, are you awake in there? The power’s out,” Ron said and waited for someone to answer. Nothing.

      Nothing when there was supposed to be something was never a good sign. There was no telling what might be in here at this second, chewing on Old Jeb’s bones. He didn’t hear anything like that either. No weird smells or sounds. Maybe he just left in the middle of the night. It wouldn’t have been the first time something like that happened. No one had any obligation to stick around.

      He opened the door, which pulled out with a slight squeak. The candle was still lit, and it was just enough to see what happened. Jeb was lying there under a shelf that came loose from the wall. The frail old elf just wasn’t strong enough to get out.

      “Jeb, are you okay?” Ron asked as he walked inside. There was a slight groan. “Get this snorbing thing off me,” he said, waking up. Ron walked to it and didn’t see any other choice but to stand it back up. He took hold of the metal thing and pulled it up. It didn’t feel that heavy, but he wasn’t going to mention that.

      “Damn screws came loose, and the whole thing came down on me,” Jeb said, still lying there. Ron looked down, and it was clear the thing had shattered the old man’s ankle. It must have hurt a lot worse than he was showing. People in the Outside rarely complained about things like pain. Whimpering attracted predators most of the time. That, and some habits were hard to break.

      “I’ll get Alice,” Ron said. “Wait, put some Jox in the generator,” Jeb replied, pointing at the shelf. “Don’t touch it with your bare hands. It’s low grade but you’ll still be seeing crazy things for the rest of the day. Get a good chunk and toss it in the slot over there,” Jeb said and pointed beside the bags, there was an old pair of tongs that looked as if they were a century old, covered with rust.

      “I’ll get high just touching this stupid thing,” Ron muttered to himself and grabbed it. He opened the bag, and the smell of the Jox came out. It smelled like copper and something else he couldn’t put his finger on. Searching for a decent-sized chunk of it, he found one at the bottom of the bag, the last piece. It was about the size of a fist when he finally pulled it out with those old tongs.

      It was a black rock with faint glowing purple veins running through it. Ron placed it in the generator, shut the door, and pressed the green button next to it. With a slight hum and an unsettling shake, the thing came to life. For now, power was restored.

      “Good man,” Jeb said and took a sigh of relief. “Now you can go get Alice,” he finished. Ron reached over and pulled a canteen hanging on a hook on the wall off. The water inside sloshed around, and he tossed it to him. “Here, drink this, I’ll be back,” he said and walked out, closing the door to try and make sure nothing else got inside before he returned.

      With the power restored, all six of the outside perimeter lights came on. Ron heard something skitter away from the one pointing north, no telling what it was. Also, now he could see the first signs of dawn coming. The light kept most of the beasts away, they should have been safe for now.

      Ron wasn’t sure where Alice lived, he didn’t really care. He made a straight line back to the Dragon and hoped she was still there. The lights were still on as he got there. Ron didn’t know how she kept the power on all night. It must have been some kind of magic, it didn’t matter.

      He walked through the door, and she jumped as it opened. “What’s wrong?” Alice asked.

      “Jeb got hurt, a shelf fell on him in the power room, and he can’t walk. Needs healing,” Ron replied. She rolled her purple eyes. “Thanks, I’ll head there right now,” she replied walking to the door, stepping outside. With a crack, her bat wings unfolded. She winced a little. It must have been some time since she had to use them. Ron just nodded, with a faint flapping sound, she was gone.

      Because no good deed should go unrewarded, he walked to the bar, then behind it. He picked up a bottle that wasn’t opened yet. “Perfect,” he said, turned around, and walked right back outside. “At least the day wasn’t a total loss.”

      Ron was going home to enjoy the reward.
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      Ronald hadn’t been back home for more than fifteen minutes when the door of his shack was kicked in without warning. “What the snorb?” Ron asked as he nearly fell out of his chair. Alice was standing in the door, and with her wings still outstretched, her shadow made her look scarier than she actually was.

      “Ronald Griffin, I know you took the bottle,” she said, and he was still shielding his eyes from the sun. “Yeah, obviously. You can see it right here,” he replied, pointing in its direction. “Well, keep it, we’re having a town meeting, everyone is required to attend.”

      “I don’t work for you,” Ron said. “You eat, drink, and live here for free You can show up to a meeting, come on. I won’t even tell anyone about you stealing the bottle, if you don’t, well, you know the rest,” she replied.

      Alice had a point. “Fine, I’m on my way.”

      Alice nodded and walked back out, didn’t bother closing the door. He stood up and followed Alice out of the place, closing the door behind them.

      When he made it to the center of town, he found that not everyone had shown up. So much for mandatory. Just three others, four counting him.

      Jeb was here. Alice nodded towards him as Ron arrived.

      “We have a problem,” Jeb said. Ron already knew what was coming. There was only one thing it could have been.

      “The last piece of Joxhorn was used today. Three days from now, we’ll have no power, and without it, the things out there will overrun town,” Jeb said, and the others didn’t care that much.

      “Outside towns come and go all the time. Maybe it’s time for us to move on,” Gil suggested. “Just like a damn orc to run from a problem. Your kind is famous for that,” Tyler replied.

      Alice figured this would happen right away. “Gentlemen, calm down. I know towns like this come and go, but this one is special, isn’t it? How many of you felt safe for the first time after coming here?” Alice replied. “Most of the people here are just exiles, too old to fight, or weak. You’ve seen them,” she said.

      The others backed off. “Let me guess, you want us to go get more?” Tyler said, and Jeb nodded. “Usually, the delivery guy is here by now, but he hasn’t shown. I bet he’s dead or forgot. It doesn’t matter. Without that delivery, we’ll all die. You need to go to the mine and get some more,” he said.

      “We pay for it, how?” Gil asked.

      Jeb looked down with a sigh. “Look, the delivery wasn’t exactly, uh, legal. The delivery man just brings scraps to the outlying towns. The Joxhorn is not useful enough for the kingdoms, but is perfect for us,” Jeb said.

      “Pirates then,” Gil replied.

      “You got it,” Tyler answered.

      Ron didn’t feel too comfortable with this. Stealing a bottle of liquor once in a while was one thing, but this was something else. He shook his head a little.

      “I appreciate your concern, but I can’t be a part of this,” Ron said, and the others looked at him. “I’m with the orc. I’m out here for a reason. I don’t need to be risking freedom and, to be honest, my life for a bunch of rocks. There are other towns,” he finished.

      The others didn’t look like they were too eager to be pirates. It was clear that these people were not eager to save anyone.

      “Alright. I thought I’d ask. I’ll tell everyone we’re going to try to make it to Delsund in a couple of days. I doubt most of us will make it that far without protection. You guys can feel free to leave town ahead of time if you want. The others won’t understand why you wouldn’t at least try,” Alice said.

      “Leave early?” Gil asked. Alice looked at him. “You know how it is. The outsiders don’t react well to cowardice, it’s better if you just left town and I’ll pretend not to know anything,” Alice said.

      That word didn’t sit well with any of them.

      “Well, now wait just a second. How would any self-respecting pirate go on a quest without some kind of a reward? Joxhorn is hardly a prize,” Gil said. Ron rolled his eyes.

      “The mine is owned by Mocra Corp. I’m sure you can find something worthwhile that could be of some value,” Jeb said, and Gil’s green, pointy ears perked up. “Mocra, those bastards bought most of the Silver Plains, turned it into a wasteland looking for, well, they never told us,” he said.

      None of them knew what the Silver Plains were. “Mocra’s loaded. I bet they have lots of stuff we could take back,” Tyler suggested, his eyes grew wide with greed. Ron knew that look anywhere. He’d seen it a million times. Usually just before whoever got the look on their face died a horrible death.

      Gil looked like he wanted some payback. Ron still wasn’t convinced. “Mocra might have loads of stuff, but I bet it also has the same amount of security. This mission is still a suicidal one. We’d all be better off just going to Delsund together and hope for the best,” Ron replied.

      “None of us will make it to Delsund, my lone wolf friend. Didn’t you see the half-moon last night? That’s the Golem moon. The space between here and that speck of nowhere is Blood Golem territory. We’d be dead before we got halfway,” a new voice interjected.

      “The Blood Golem moon is a myth. They don’t have a time of the year, they’re dangerous all the time,” Ron said as he turned to look at the Count. That was the other main story of the half-moon, Ron almost forgot about it.

      “All myths have some truth, you should know that,” Mayer said. Ron rolled his eyes. “Yeah, sure,” Ron replied.

      “If we can’t make it to Delsund, why can we make it to the Mine?” Tyler asked.

      “That’s a, yeah, that’s a good point,” Gil realized that if one way was dangerous, all of them should be.

      “Never fear, my orcish companion, I, the Count, have a solution to that problem. The most epic of cloaks. They will make us invisible to the living, dead, and all the things that never lived at all,” he said, almost sounding like he was singing and bending the truth more than just a little.

      “Magic capes, how did you get them?” Tyler asked. The count shrugged. “On my way out of the castle, I managed to steal some things, what does it matter? I have enough for all of us,” he said, that smile never left.

      Tyler looked at the others. “It looks like you guys are going to the Mine after all,” Jeb said, with a smile. Ron thought it was the first time he ever saw the old elf smile.

      “Come on, worst-case scenario, you all die. Best case, you all make it back with all the stuff we need to keep on living for a few more months,” Alice said. Either way, it was a grim outlook. “Old age is overrated, just look at me. Really old over here and it sucks, I’d die young if I could, but now I’m just too old to die,” Jeb said.

      That didn’t make any sense, but no one was ready to call it out. “Does anyone know where the Mine is? First person to say, ‘that way’ gets punched,” Tyler said.

      No one was eager to speak up. No one knew where the place was. The air went still. “Does no one know how to get there? That might have been something you wanted to bring up before anyone started talking,” Gil said with frustration.

      “The location of the place is unknown, but maybe we don’t need to know it at all,” Mayer perked up and crossed his arms.

      “Explain,” Ron replied.

      “Joxhorn leaves an aura, you know, a trail? It glows purple to those who know how to see it. That much coming out of the ground should be a beacon in the dark. Maybe in the day too, all we need is some Bozite glass and a little magic,” Mayer replied.

      “I got that kind of glass, some of the bottles we have are made out of it,” Alice said with a smile. “What kind of magic do you need?” Tyler asked.

      Ron’s slim hopes of getting out of this mission were dashed again as everything started to come together.

      “Just a little true sight magic is all,” Mayer replied. Tyler shrugged. “Simple enough. Let’s do this somewhere no one is watching,” Tyler said, and the group went to the only place in town promised to be deserted this early in the morning. The Black Dragon.

      Jeb was shocked at how casual the human made true sight seem. He didn’t know much about magic, but as spells went, that was one of the harder ones to make happen.
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      The place was empty as expected. “This place is creepy without anyone in it,” Gil said. “Some places were just meant for people, others not so much. The energy makes all the difference,” Jeb replied.

      “Alright, get the glass, maybe all of it. Sometimes the spell just doesn’t take, and things get explosive,” Mayer said. “How do you know all of this?” Ron asked.

      “Simple, I’m a Count and you’re not,” he replied. Ron winced. Even if he wasn’t one, the arrogance of the title was there. Ron kind of wanted to just shoot him right here. He hadn’t felt like that in a long time.

      The idea of doing something was slowly getting to him, too. He came to this place to avoid excitement, and it found him anyway.

      “Alright, first we need a table and the glass,” Mayer said and looked, there were tables all over the place, so he walked to the one in front of him. “This one will do,” he said. Alice walked to the bar and went behind it.

      “You can always tell Bozite by the way it reflects the light,” Alice said and started holding up empty bottles to the light. “The colors of the rainbow are reversed,” she finished. The third bottle in, she had looked through it and sure enough, the light was breaking in the opposite direction on the inside. “Got one,” she said, walking back to the table and set it in the middle.

      “That’s great, but find a couple more, just in case,” Mayer said and backed off. “Okay, magic guy, you’re up,” he finished.

      Tyler rubbed his hands together and took a breath. “Give me a minute, it’s been a while since I’ve done any magic.” Ron backed off even more, not sure what to expect. Gil and Jeb moved closer.

      Tyler hovered his hands over the bottle, he was ready. “Lortex,” he said, his hands began to glow a dim purple, a thin beam of the same light leapt from his fingers, into the glass. The bottle began to spin slowly, then rapidly. Ron closed his eyes and turned away.

      The brown bottle cracked as the magic tried to escape, then the bottle exploded, sending shards of glass everywhere. Everyone flinched.

      Gil pulled a small piece out of his face. “Ouch,” he said. Ron brushed the glass off his clothes but didn’t feel like he was cut anywhere. He noticed that Tyler was fine just before he hid his hands out of sight.

      Mayer started to laugh as if it were just a joke. “I guess that one didn’t quite hold together like we hoped. Barmaid, another bottle,” he said.

      “Bad news guys, we only have two more,” she said, and Jeb looked worried at the prospects, but the old elf kept it to himself for now. Ron hoped none of these attempts worked out. “Then two will have to be enough, bring them over,” the count replied.

      She did and set the first one on the table It was brown like the first. Tyler brought his hands back and concentrated harder this time. “Everyone stand back this time. I know we have a healer, but if glass hits your neck, you could die anyway,” Tyler said.

      Everyone took his advice this time and moved back. Jeb stepped outside just to be safe. Tyler’s eyes flashed a dim purple, and his hands lit up with more energy this time. “Lortex,” he said louder this time. The purple rays shot down into the glass, but this time the bottle didn’t spin. It started to float. Ron looked away again. There was no way he wanted glass in his eyes.

      A few seconds went by, and there was a gentle clink on the surface of the table. It wasn’t the sound Ron wanted to hear. That meant the spell must have worked. He cursed to himself as he looked back.

      The bottle didn’t look any different. It didn’t even glow. “Did it work?” Ron asked and was about to pick it up. Tyler grabbed it. “This is dangerous now,” he said and held it close. “True sight lets you see, and sometimes you see more than you want. I wouldn’t suggest looking at a person with this thing. We need to test it outside,” Tyler said.

      “Mister Wizard has a point. True sight has caused so much chaos when it wasn’t intended. Secrets should remain that way, yeah?” the count said with a smile.

      “Especially with people like us,” Ron added. Jeb poked his head back in. “Is it safe?” he asked, but seeing the bottle was intact and no one was bleeding to death, he made his way inside.

      “What direction is the mine?” Tyler asked. “My man always comes from the east. That’s all I know,” Jeb replied. Tyler rolled his eyes. “East, really,” frustrated, he made his way past the elf, outside to test the theory.

      By the time the others got out, Tyler was already on the roof of the building. They had only been a couple of seconds behind. Seeing him up there was a bit of a shock. “Must be magic,” Ron said.

      Tyler put the bottom of the bottle in front of his right eye and looked towards the east. There was nothing out there. Not to be discouraged, he turned to his right a step. Scanning everything he could slowly, to see if there was anything that stood out. Still nothing.

      Tyler kept turning to the right, scanning everything. Then about a quarter of a turn into his scan, there it was. A faint purple beam burning into the sky, he couldn’t see the source, nor could he tell how far away it was from here.

      “I see it, but we need more details. Distance estimates mostly,” Tyler said while he lowered the bottle.

      “Phil always said he was happy this town was so close, and he always walked to the shack. I don’t know if he drove something to get here and just walked the rest of the way or not.” Jeb said all he knew.

      “Awesome, now we know where to go, when do we get going,” Gil replied.

      “I like this orc’s spirit. We need to go because time is running out, and we have a town to save,” Mayer replied and slapped Gil on the back, Gil let out a small victory cry. Ron winced a little. He wondered why these two were so eager to walk into death. It didn’t make sense to him.

      Tyler was on the ground. No one saw him come down. “Fine, if you have anything you want to bring on the trip, go get it. We’ll meet back here in say, ten minutes?” Tyler asked.

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Mayer replied.
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TERMINATION
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