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  Chapter 1: Wishing Well


  
    "I hate myself."


    The girl lays in her bed, huddled tightly together into a ball. Her cold, whisper thin hands fidget with a single coin that was laying there together with herself. The drab curtains, drawn tightly shut over the windows, obscure the bright morning daylight, causing the room to be lost in a nigh-complete darkness; save for the blinking of a single red LED in the distant corner, next to a dead, dried out basil-plant on the shelf. The air in the room is stale, but cold. It's winter and her heater is off. But she isn’t lying beneath the old, unwashed shamrock patterned blankets, she's lying on top of them. It's uncomfortably cold in here, in just her pajamas, the pajamas that she has been wearing for the last sixteen hours, give or take a day or two. That's okay though. She can’t explain why in coherent thoughts, but she wants it to be uncomfortable. Somehow, the minor self-inflicted suffering makes her feel.


    Just feel. Not feel something better. Not something worse. Just something. Anything.


    She closes her eyes, laying there for a time; numb, but not as numb as she had hoped to be. Until eventually, the all encompassing weight of sleep presses her conscious mind out and away into an ocean of nothingness, out to somewhere where even the feelings of the cold are lost in the depths, as the two of them sink down together and part ways.


    There is a trickle of water in her dream. She fidgets. The sound makes her feel like she needs to use the bathroom. The girl opens her eyes.


    Everything is white.


    Her room is gone. Her bed is gone. There is only herself, standing in a giant, empty, blank space. But the water… Where is that sound coming from? She turns around and sees it, the source of the noise, a fountain. A simple fountain, like you’d see in any old park, stone-wrought and ornate, but covered in the kinds of esoteric decorations that one might find ‘neat’, but nothing more than that. It's a fountain like any other really. She walks towards it. However, as she moves, she notices that her body doesn't feel quite right. It's light and floaty, just like running in a dream.


    - In a dream? She looks down at her hands. Oh. It’s just a dream.


    Her body is gone. There is simply a vague, colorless blob in a roughly human shape, there where she herself should be. The only thing distinct left about herself, is the single coin that is still held between her 'fingers'. She looks at it and then back towards the fountain.


    Well… It seems like the obvious thing to do, right?


    With a flick of her thumb, the coin flies through the air, flying just a bit too high and hitting the upper part of the fountain, before splashing down to sleep with all the rest of the coins, down below the surface of the oddly dark water, shimmering with a jubilant shine from unseen source of light.


    Instantly, the white room vanishes and then so does she.


    A woman’s voice rings out in her mind, clear like a spring brook. "Hey, you there. Did you drop this diamond ring in my fountain?" asks the voice.


    "…Huh?"


    The girl floats there and sees the image of a luxurious, diamond-studded ring in her mind’s eye, a pale, bony hand holding it out towards her. It must be worth a fortune, she thinks. More money than she has ever seen before. "Here, you can have it back," offers the voice and extends the hand out further towards her, its witchy fingers spread open wide.


    She floats there and looks at it. Her heart beats a little faster and she feels the phantom sensation of her own hand rising up to take it, even if she doesn’t have a body anymore. But then, she stops.


    The dreamy sensation of her arm moving has made her think a strange thought. The thought, that this feeling, this floaty feeling of moving in a dream, that it is the same as being underwater. This darkness… It isn’t a void or some light-less dreamscape. It's underwater. She shivers. The cold of her bedroom, which had sank down together with herself, reaching her here, now, as it finally arrives down in the depths that she had fallen into. Its familiar bite brings clarity to her mind, it returns her personal-truth to her senses.


    This ring is too nice for her to have. She doesn’t deserve it. "No, it’s not mine," says the girl and slowly lowers her hand.


    The water stirs. The voice cries out, pleased. "Ahh! It’s been a while since I had someone honest here!" In contrast with its own excitement, just a second later, it yawns, somewhat sleepily. "Let me reward you for your honesty, is there anything that you want?" asks the voice, drifting lazily around her shapeless body in a circle.


    Anything? What does that mean? Anything? Like, literally anything? Well, what does it matter… It's just a dream. A strange dream, that's going to make her have to run to the bathroom straight after she wakes up in a minute, but a dream nonetheless. The girl floats there silently for a while.


    "- Can I have my coin back?" she asks.


    "No," says the voice, very clearly, now less sleepy, as if provoked. "You can wish for anything but that. No refunds."


    "Oh…" she says, feeling her body-less self turn upside down, as she floats idly in the murk. "…Can you make me happy?"


    "No. I can’t do that either," says the voice of the water, fairly matter of factly.


    "Huh? You said I could wish for anything and now there are two things you’re telling me I can’t wish for."


    The voice sighs. "Listen, happiness isn’t something I can make, you have to make it yourself. You have to work for it. Nothing from the outside can fix that fact of the universe. I’d say take a nap, but… hmm… of course my first donation in this long would end up being a tricky one… Uh…" the entity thinks.


    It's strange, hearing an omnipresent spiritual being say ‘hmm’ and ‘uh’. The girl feels a heavy resignation inside of herself. Not even her dreams can be exciting anymore. She just wants to go back to that dark place between wakefulness and sleep, to that emptiness, where she simply isn’t there anymore. That's a dark wish, sure, now that she thinks more about it. But it's her true wish. That would be nice. She would like that, actually, a lot. The girl opens her mouth to speak.


    "Can yo-"


    "Ah! I got it!" interrupts the voice. "You want your money back and you want to be happy, huh? Well, have I got a deal for you! Are you ready?"


    The girl floats, not even agitated at being interrupted. She's used to it, people usually never let her finish her sentences. Most of them didn't even bother listening to her to begin with. "I… Uh… I guess?"


    "You want to earn happiness, right?" asks the voice.


    "Yeah…" she responds, with some uncertainty.


    "Then it’s settled. Good luck!"


    "Huh, wai-"


    There is a loud 'click' in the water, as if someone had snapped their fingers. Everything vanishes in an instant once again, as her soul is hurtled into the darkness; spiraling towards some place far off and away from her old life. The drone of rushing water roars all around her, intermingling with a tiny jingle which never seems to leave her ears; the sound of a fistful of clinking coins.


    


    Note for occultists - The spirit of the fountain 

The ’Spirit of the fountain’ is based off of Aesop’s fable "Mercury and the Woodman" where a lumberjack drops his axe into the water and his honesty is tested by the god Mercury (Hermes).

  


  Chapter 2: Bakaw


  
    *BAKAAAAAAW*


    Her eyes suddenly shoot open at the loud sound, her body jostling awake in the same instant.


    Everything is bright, too bright. Her hand flies up to shield her surprised gaze as she yelps. Feeling the sensation of a free-fall for just the briefest second, her torso falls back behind herself, her legs seemingly locked into where she is sitting, as the inside of her knees presses against some hard surface. Cold water splashes everywhere around herself. Her hands flail around in her panicked state of mind, before they find the same stone surface that she is laying on with her back. She presses herself upright, coughing and spluttering out water as she breaches the surface a second later.


    A weak fist hits against her own chest as she coughs out a lungful of water, now sitting back upright on the rim of a large, stone fountain. What? Where is she? Why is it so bright?!


    Her eyes scan the area around herself. It's sparsely wooded; the edge of a forest, maybe? Has she been kidnapped?! She jumps up and looks around. The fountain behind herself is the most obvious thing to look at, but it only seems vaguely familiar. Like something she might have seen in a dream once or in any old, generic park ever. But the rest of this place?


    The late morning sun shines down with warm intensity through the boughs of the gently swaying, evergreen trees, each of which is moved by the supple springtide breeze. The clearing is small and surrounded by light forestation. A single dirt path leads towards the fountain that she had been sitting on the edge of. This place looks more like a shrine than a park of any sorts, thinks the girl, as she swings her arms around, getting the wet off of her pajamas. She hopes that the pink-elephants, which were printed on them, would forgive her, for getting them wet.


    "Huh?"


    She looks at her clothes. These aren’t her pajamas. There isn’t a single elephant to be seen anywhere, let alone a speck of pink. She is wearing a dress, no, a robe. It's an off-gray’ish almost, but not quite, white tone. It has no sleeves. Also, the wet-front is more generous and showy than anything she would ever dare to wear outside.


    *BAKAAAAAAW*


    Surprised again, she jumps and, now roused from her initial shock, looks at the fairly large bird that is running around the clearing, pecking at the dirt. It looks like a chicken. A chicken? Where is she? The chicken looks at her. She looks back towards it.


    It nods to her.


    She nods back. Wait, what?


    *BAKAAAW!*


    The chicken shouts and spreads its wings, charging towards her with a dangerous look in its small eyes. She screams in surprise and turns tail to run the other way as fast as she can. Her dry leather boots send a cloud of earth up and out behind herself as she sprints for her life, scrambling away from the chicken, which is hounding her with flapping wings and high-pitched clucks.


    "GO AWAY! SHOO! BAD CHICKEN! BAD!" screams the girl, between surprisingly heavy feeling breaths, as she runs from the bird that doesn’t even reach her knees. The creature wildly flaps its wings as it pursues her and chases her away from the fountain. A fork builds itself in the road ahead. She hears the squawking just behind herself, likely not even five feet away, it’s close! Sweatily, wet, covered in dirt, she grabs hold of a branch and makes a sharp turn towards the left, one of her feet leaving the road for a moment. Her chest pounds, her lungs burn. She never did exercise much, or ever at all really. But was she really this out of shape?


    She knows that it's absurd to run away from a chicken, but then again, she has never been chased by anything before and its beak did look pretty sharp, after all… What if it has rabies? Can chickens get rabies? She doesn’t know and doesn’t want to find out.


    Her gaze turns back towards the crossroads just behind herself for only a second, but she sees the chicken just standing there, as if not willing to cross some arbitrary line in the sand. Then, as if having lost all interest; it turns and leaves to go back. But not before flashing her a look, that if anyone ever asked her, she would swear was one of cold judgment.


    The sweaty, frantically breathing girl leans forward to plant a palm against the trunk of a tree to catch her breath. She feels nauseous, winded. She knew that she was out of shape, but had no idea that it was this bad. Her head spins. But as she leans there, listening to the noise of the quiet spring day, clarity comes to her blood-rushed head and soon, so do the other sounds.


    - People. Voices.


    She looks to the side, down the road and her eyes go wide, as she sees the obvious sight that she had missed before, in her panic. The giant stone gate. Two large, regal statues stand near the entrance, as if guarding it. One clutching a fantastical sword; the other, a decorative spear. Their bodies are hewn of a pristine white, but time-worn, stone. The base of which is covered in overgrowth and creeping vines that apparently tried, but never quite reached their legs. Her breath leaves her and she straightens herself upright, slowly walking towards the gate, as the sun shines down brightly onto the pale, pinkish skin of her meager shoulders.


    "This can’t be real…" she looks down at her hands, but they’re real. They’re not vague or foggy like they would be in a dream. She pinches her fingers against her palm and feels the slight tingle of hurt. This is real. The heat of the sun, the warmth of the kind winds, the dewy sweat on her forehead and the ache in her lungs, the clinging of the fabric to her skin, all of these are too real to deny. She looks down at herself, the robe thankfully not made of the kind of material that becomes transparent when wet. Though… she looks closer. Something is off.


    Her body feels different than she is used to it being. It feels… her hands run over her upper body and shoulders - different. It feels different. Is this another world? Could it be? It has to be. She knows it. It's too obvious to deny. This is it, this is finally it!


    She beams. This is the moment that her life would start, the moment that her real life could finally start. She’s surprised in a sense, but also not. She supposes that years of lurking on dark corners of the internet had made her numb to just about everything. Even something monumental like this, the concept of being taken to another world in another body, doesn’t phase her as much as it likely should. But, nonetheless. The warmth of the sun feels intoxicating. The laughter and the sounds of people, just beyond the walls, is intoxicating, they both pull her closer and closer towards the city.


    The girl’s eyes shine brightly, brighter than they had shone in so many years. The sounds of marching and of the hustle and bustle of the city makes itself clearly heard to her heart and ears, emanating out from the plaza just beyond the gate. She walks towards it, but finds her pace quickening to that of a slight jog, then to a run, even if it does ache her throat to breathe this fast. This is it… This is finally going to be it!


    After a whole life of nothing but being miserable, sad and lonely, this would be her chance to finally have a real life to live!


    


    Note for occultists - Crossroads 

 In common folklore, an intersection (crossroads) represents the intersections of worlds, time, destinies or people’s paths over one another. This means these are particularly strong supernatural locations, where spiritual energies are rife. Crossroads are represented in many culture’s mythos. From the Greeks, to the medieval English to the Kongo people of the Democratic republic of Congo, crossroads have strong spiritual connotations of parting ways, starting new lives, or burying that which is dead and unwanted. Uniquely, in American culture, the crossroads has become associated with demonology and the selling of one’s soul. Likely because of the 20th century blues music.

 Think of crossroads as man-made ’ley-lines’. They’re a point of energetic convergence where the big choices are made in life.

  


  Chapter 3: A new world


  
    Her pace slows as her chest starts to ache and burn from this next short dash, hurting already as she reaches the stone construction that is the giant gate. Placing a hand onto it, she leans forward, more than winded already. Apparently, she still hasn’t recovered from having to sprint for all of ten seconds just a moment ago. Was she always this shaky on her legs? Her eyes rise up and she takes a deep breath, stepping through the shade of the large gate and entering into the vibrant plaza, which lies just beyond.


    It is full of life and sound. It is full of adventurers and laypeople, all of them clad in all sorts of colorful clothing and armor. They walk around everywhere, filling the city with vivid life, color and commotion. Men, women and others, who are more indistinguishable, dressed in robes and armor, carrying swords and staves and bags laden with impossible loads are all around the area, for as far as her eyes can see. Some of them head down towards a second large gate, which stands out in the far distance, towering over the back of the city. That one looks a little more ominous. Other people return from that direction, darting into strange shops and buildings which fill this lower market square. Vendors and hawkers cry out in all directions, sounding almost as naturally ambient as the early-year birdsong, which comes from the planted trees alongside the cobbled streets here. The combined sounds of all of their voices simply belong.


    A fantasy world. By the standards of the place she had come from, this is clearly what could only be described as a fantasy world. She looks around herself, scanning the people for any final confirmation of her theory, as if the massive swords and pointed hats some of them were wearing wasn’t proof enough already. Then, she sees what she is looking for. A woman walks by with two long, pointed ears. The girl clenches her fists together in excitement, quietly squealing to herself, as her arms fidget and shake. This is really happening!


    The elf shoots a strange look at the particularly sweaty girl staring at her, their eyes meeting for an awkward moment, before the elf turns away to keep walking; perhaps a little faster than before.


    "Ah! She probably thinks I’m a creep…" mumbles the girl under her panting breath. Oh well. That doesn’t matter. This is it! A new life! How many years has she been waiting for a chance to just start over? To just do it all again, but right this time? She steps forward, ready to embrace this new day, feeling the rays of the bright sun greet her as she crosses over the threshold into the city. As the soft sole of her boot gently taps out against the road below, the possibilities for this new day that has arrived seem beyond endless. She looks at a group of people passing by, all laughing together. They look like they were all close friends.


    Having spent perhaps literal years in front of a screen, she’s not unfamiliar to the genre. What kind of fantasy world is this one? A game-like world? Or something more modern, something ‘dungeony’? Looking around at the fluid, free and unbound movements of the people here however, she decides to go with the latter hope. A so-called 'dungeon fantasy' world could be dark-spirited, sure, but it could also be a literal paradise for someone like herself. If she becomes an adventurer, someone who earns their money by fighting monsters and plundering dungeons, she can perhaps do anything that she dreams of. She could have a real life with real ambitions, real goals, real friends. Her face glows as she looks around at the many colorful, strange things that surround herself and overload her senses. She has no money for any of these things however. All she has is the robe that she's wearing and her mid-length hair, which sways before her eyes in the spring breeze, still somewhat damp. The gold locks bob to the bounce of her steps.


    - Gold? Her hair wasn’t gold before.


    She pulls a strand down before her face. Her hair is different now too. She supposes that makes sense, since she had gotten a new body as well. She would have to inspect it closely later on, but maybe not out here in public. Being thrown into a new body could perhaps be considered shocking for most people, but in all honesty, she never really liked her old one. It was… fine. But it never really ‘did it’ for her. Whatever that means. She smiles. This is going to be a good life. So what did she want to be? She could be anything, do anything.


    As she walks, she looks at the many people here all around herself. Great, giant hulking swordsmen lumber in all directions. Darker clad wizards and casters and even some who fit the priestess archetype, judging by their pure-white raiments and softer, unmuscled bodies. She likes magic, maybe that is something for her? Does she want to fight things? Or does she want to heal people?


    A woman passes her by with a large shield, nodding quietly to her as they exchange greeting glances. Or maybe she could get a shield like her and defend people? That would be a great way to make friends, right? Her eyes shine brighter still at that particular prospect.


    - Friends.


    She decides to look around a little more, but she’s sure of one thing. Of one idea that burns hot in her core. Adventure. She wants adventure. Her heart had burned for it for the duration of an entire life and now that she’s finally in a situation that could allow it, it burns hotter still. So… how? How does this work? Are there ’systems’? Does she have any sort of… menu? Or are the physics here more free-form? Does she have to choose a class, or does she just have to grab whatever implement seems right and start practicing with that? She smiles, humming as she walks, for the first time, not caring that she is surrounded by people on all sides. She would have never gone outside during the day, let alone humming, let alone wearing this and even less-likely so amongst this many people in her old life. But -


    She stretches her arms out to the sides, feeling a pop in her lower back as she stands in the middle of the road, basking in the glow of the bright, warm sun, whose rays gently stroke her face as she takes in that deep, long breath.


    - But this is a new life. A new her. She’ll do it right this time. She will. She swears it to herself and to whatever deity could perchance be listening to her inner workings. Nothing will stop her from living that dream. No fears. No anxieties. No doubts. No dark forces conjured to the world by her own mind. Nothing. She’s going to work hard and the first step to do that is…


    The girl blinks, lowering her gaze to a stranger who was there next to her, watching her. Perhaps because she just stopped in the middle of the road.


    "Excuse me," she asks a small, green-clad figure. A white, wooden mask obscures their face, carrying a poorly painted on, smiling expression. They look up towards her. The stranger’s height only reaches up to her midriff.


    "What?" asks a nasally, sharp-toned voice from behind the mask that she can’t distinguish as male or female.


    "Is there a dungeon here?" asks the girl.


    The figure tilts its head, looking up towards her face, after scanning her plain robe and pale body. "Uh… yeah?" They point down the street, towards the giant, ominous gate in the distance on the other end of the city. "You literally can’t miss it, but -"


    "Thanks!" shouts the girl, not needing to hear anything else, as she already begins to run down the way towards it; the excitement in her eyes shining brighter than the sun of this spring day itself. The burning in her chest she ignores, letting it be overpowered by this new, bright feeling that she feels.


    "- Ah! Wait!" shouts the small, masked figure after her, but the voice is lost between the many other voices of the busy crowd. By the time she looks over her shoulder back towards them, the stranger has vanished.

  


  Chapter 4: The dungeon


  
    The many winding streets of the city all blur together into a vivid collage of colors, sounds and smells. Wooden booths and bright, decorative banners dot the many ways, which are filled with high-spirited people, who move about them in all directions. The streets of the city are flush and flowing with life, as if they were the off-shooting branches of a landscape-nurturing river. Winded, sweaty, but determined, she breaches the final street and enters into the plaza on the far side.


    There, before her, stands a large, ominous stone gate. It looks much like the one that lead into the city. A blueish, cloudy aura seems to wave and sway around inside of it, contained by the construction’s frame. This has to be it, there’s no mistake.


    All around the circular plaza are run-down houses and tents, it looks far more dirty and worn down than the front market square of the city. This quarter appears to be a lot less prosperous in general, she notes with some surprise, watching as people move down towards the entrance to the dungeon, passing through the blue mist in groups; or sometimes, more rarely, alone. Others would walk past them and back out, carrying large sacks filled with items and grisly trophies. Some of those people look a little worn and worse for the wear, but satisfied. She wants that look too.


    A dungeon, huh? She ponders for a second, but still walks towards it, still a bit flustered. She doesn’t have any equipment. She doesn’t have any money for any and she doesn’t know anything about this world at all. But if this is anything like any of the dungeon-fantasy worlds that she was familiar with, from the stories she had known in her old life, then she could maybe just go inside? There should be a first floor, right? Something easy, something for beginner adventurers like herself to sharpen their teeth. A ’tutorial’ area, for a lack of better terms, right?


    Maybe there would be some ridiculously easy monster types that she could… uh… she looks at her hands. Pummel? Punch? Kick? She doesn’t feel very strong, but… she is fairly confident that she could maybe take down something small, like… uh… what kind of monsters are there here? She looks around at the many people walking by, with their bags full of stuff and listens to the voices of those exiting the dungeon. Small globs of green goo held in glass jars and giant mushroom-caps are the most common thing that she sees. So… slimes and… some kind of mushroom creatures? Judging from old tropes, those seem like low-level beginner monsters. She’s pretty sure that even she could take down something like a tiny slime.


    Even if she had never fought anything or anyone ever before. A tiny mushroom monster? She’d just grab a rock and smash it. Yeah! The plan seems simple enough. It’s too easy, too classic. It can’t go wrong. She steps towards the blue mist, having crossed most of the plaza now.


    "Did you hear, there was another murder-" whispers a hushed voice from a group walking past her.


    "Another one?" asks a man quietly.


    "Yeah… apparently, people are saying tha…" the voices trail off, becoming indistinct as they distance themselves, vanishing into the noisy crowd.


    She stares over her shoulder for a moment, hoping to catch another word, supposing that things like that could even happen in a world like this. Some things never change. But some things will. She looks towards the blue mist. Behind this obstruction, just barely visible, is a single, gigantically large staircase which heads straight down into the world. She places a foot inside of the barrier. She’ll make sure of it. She’ll change it herself, swears the girl quietly under her breath. She will. Her heart beats hard and fast, her arms shaking in nervous determination as the strange, soft feeling of the mist envelops her. It’s damp.


    Her vision goes entirely blue, before fading to a white that then lets out slowly, as she now stands beyond the wall of blue mist. Looking around herself, she doesn’t see anybody. The dozens of people that had entered here together with her are now no longer anywhere to be seen. It’s just her; just her and the slowly whirling mist behind herself, which leads back to the city outside. The staircase is extremely wide, easily wide enough for ten people to stand side by side at arm’s length. Burning torches line the way down towards a single, flat floor, that she can already see from up here.


    "Maybe there’s a tutorial area…" she mutters to herself, stepping down the first steps, wondering if this is that kind of ‘gamified’ fantasy world. She supposes this will be the moment that she finds out. With any luck, there would be some sort of starting equipment waiting for her here. An old, rusty dagger, maybe some stale bread and an ugly hat? That was the typical trope and she’d be happy with any of it. At least she has some boots that she likes. The sleeveless robe-dress-thing isn’t ideal, though. Oh well, one problem at a time.


    Reaching the bottom of the stairs, she looks around the perfectly flat, roundish room. It is entirely unremarkable. The walls are made out of an ancient stone brick-work and the floor is simply flattened, compacted dirt, from which grow some old roots out of sparse nooks on the walls. She looks around, a little confused. There’s nothing here? It’s just a room and the staircase that leads back up. Wait.


    No. There! On the far wall, there is another aura, like the first one up-top, but it isn’t blue. It is a faint, warning-toned red. She steps towards it. Something presses against her front, stopping her from going further.


    "Is this way blocked…?" she looks around, maybe there’s something she has to do first, before the red fog would let her go deeper into the dungeon. Maybe there’s a lever or a secret switch, or a block puzzle or something cliché like that? She probably has to ’beat’ the first floor before she can go to the second one and so on.


    Something rustles behind her. She turns around to look at the source of the noise.


    The source of the noise crawls out of a dark crevice, from beneath one of the large, gnarled roots covering a hole in the wall. A strange, shifting mass. It’s… a tiny mushroom creature. She looks at it, as its small, beady, black eyes focus on her from the distance across the room. It’s minuscule, only maybe reaching her knees at best, though it is a little wide. The brim of its cap is easily thicker than her whole body is. That’s fine though. She nods to herself, taking a deep breath. A low-level monster. It’s exactly as she had expected. Everything is going to plan!


    Looking around, she grabs one of the torches from next to herself from the wall. Suddenly, something appears before her. "Huh?"
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            A rudimentary torch which slowly burns with a magical flame.
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    Apparently, there are menus after all. Good to know! But not the most important detail right now. Touching it, she notices it feels like a piece of cold glass. She swipes it away. The mushroom-creature has already almost reached her now, as it hops forward with rather silly looking bounces. Its eyes are sparkling. Its small, pouting mouth makes tiny squeaking noises. Its cheeks are flush and pink and puff in and out with every strained bounce towards her. Holding the torch ready as her weapon, she looks at the little monster, feeling a little sympathy for the small creature. It looks as winded and exhausted as she had felt running just a few meters before. It is kind of cute though, it makes her feel warm to look at.


    She narrows her eyes. She’s going to kill it.


    Does that bother her? No. Not really. The fire of the torch burns in front of her eyes. She has never killed anything before, apart from the odd mosquito or fly. But nothing like this, nothing… ‘real’. But -


    She plants her foot back behind herself to get ready, preparing her body to swing the torch as hard as she can in her first strike towards the future. The little mushroom is almost upon her now. Its adorable eyes are wide with the most fury that they can muster. Enough to maybe spook a small turtledove.


    - But she’s going to do it. She’s going to do this and she’s going to work hard, to earn the life that she has always wanted!


    *NYAH!* squeaks the mushroom, with a comically high tone as it lunges with delightful anger at the intruder. With her heel planted firmly behind herself, with her eyes shining brightly, glowing with the same light as the fire in her hands, with her soul ready to run straight towards her destiny, she swings the torch to strike the creature in mid-air, with everything that she has, with all of the feelings that are inside of herself, burning so bright like this flame she wields.


    It trails through the air, leaving a streak of light as it thwacks against the face of the mushroom, who falls back down to the ground from the impact, squeaking in terror as the fire singes its face.


    *NYAAAAAaaaaah~…*? The dramatic squeal fades off rather quickly and the mushroom looks a little confused, staring around itself, not sure what just happened. It looks up to the new window that has appeared next to the girl. They both pause for a second to stare at it.
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    "What...?" she eyes it up and down, not sure if she is reading this right. Only one damage? It has twenty health-points though and she only has three. Did something go wrong? Her eyes nervously dart back towards the mushroom that is now staring back straight at her.


    Their eyes meet. It lunges.


    *NYAH!*

  


  Chapter 5: Failure


  
    "Where am I?"


    Everything is black. A menu appears.


    


    
      
        
          	
            +~*-_YOU HAVE DIED _-*~+
          
        

      
    


    


    "I died…?" she mutters, feeling both confused and disappointed, before her voice grows quiet for a time, as she begins to realize what her situation is. "Oh… So… is this it? Am I… Am I dead-dead?"


    She sighs. Oh well. She gave it a good shot, right? It looks like the universe, or the cosmos, or whatever it is that stretches between these different existences of hers; it looks like that thing just doesn’t like her in particular. What can you do? Maybe now, maybe now that she has finally learned her lesson, maybe now it will let the darkness come to swallow up this last little bit of herself, so that she can go back to sleep? Maybe now she could finally re-


    *BAKAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAW*


    The girl jumps up in shock. Her eyes shoot wide awake, as she stares out at the world before herself, coughing and spluttering out the cold water from out of her lungs. She pulls herself out from inside of the fountain and falls down to the grass below, panting and heaving. Her body feels weak, her legs feel wobbly, as if she were a newborn fawn.


    "Where- where am I?" she asks the world, already knowing the answer. She lifts her eyes to meet the rooster’s. It is staring from the other end of the clearing, looking straight towards her.


    *Bak…* *Bak…* *Bak…*


    It takes slow, careful and methodical steps towards her, its body tense, its head turned sideways to always keep an eye on the girl.


    She rolls around, lifting a hand. "Ah… no! Stay there! Good rooster! Good uh… boy! Good boy!"


    *BAKAAAAAAAAAAW*!


    The roster explodes into a flurry of feathers and kicked-up dirt, charging towards her. Scrambling, she jumps to her feet and runs down the path. How?! Why?!


    "LEAVE ME ALOOONE!" shouts the girl, running around the familiar bend, crossing over the three-way crossroads. The rooster stops again as before, just at the edge and glares her way with venom in its eyes, before turning around to return down towards the clearing.


    She leans against a tree, panting, water dripping from her sweaty face and soaked clothes. She died. So… did she come back to life again? Obviously. Between heavy breathes of the evening air, she looks at her shaking hand and squeezes it. The fist closes, but it feels weak and it tingles uncomfortably. She looks down the road, towards the city that the sun has already passed over, to set itself down for the night. So… she did respawn, back here at the fountain. But it looks like time didn’t reset. She left in the morning and now the sun is almost gone by the looks of it. That means she lost… what… a few hours, maybe? That made sense to her.


    Was that the only price? For literally dying? A few hours? No. There has to be something more. Something more precious that she has lost. "Why? Why did I die?" she mutters, as she walks back towards the city. A vision of the menu returns to her mind’s eye. Three ‘HP’, three health-points. The creature had had twenty, if she read that right. What does this mean? That was the first floor of the dungeon, wasn’t it? Was this maybe a harder dungeon, placed somewhere in some more advanced section of the world?


    No. No, it couldn’t be. That mushroom creature looked absolutely pathetic. There’s no way that was supposed to be a difficult encounter. Her legs shake beneath herself from weakness.


    So is something wrong with her? That has to be the problem, right?


    The thought doesn’t surprise her in the least, of course. But it does sting a little with an old, familiar pain. Some things never change, apparently. No matter what dimension you’re in. She stands there, thinking and as she loses herself for a moment. A sound becomes vaguely present in her mind. The sound of the trickling fountain that she had just escaped from.


    "Wait!" she gasps, realizing. The menu! The menu… She thinks about it. If there was a menu in the fight, then surely she can activate it outside of a fight too, right? That’s how these things work, right? She thinks about it. As if answering her question, a small chime catches her ears and she looks towards the direction, at the glass-panel that has appeared. This looks like the right thing! Maybe there’s a hint here.
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    "Fresh?" she mutters. Is that her new name? Fresh fidgets. That's a weird name. What about the rest of this? These are stats for sure, like in some kind of game, but… with no context, it’s hard for her to say if these are any good. Perhaps more out of a spiritual ‘muscle-memory’ than anything else though, she thinks that they probably aren’t. But… why is her health so low? And why is this one stat, ‘soul’, so janky looking? Why…


    She narrows her eyes. Her health. Her maximum health is down by a full point. She only has two now, instead of the three from before. Her gaze scans the menu. There has to be a mistake somewhere. Something that she’s missing. The mushroom creature had beaten her in one hit when she had three health-points. What’s she going to do with even less than that?!


    This was the price that she had paid. Death had cost her a full point of her maximum health, maybe even some of her other stats. She doesn’t know, she hadn’t seen them before. Fresh feels weak on her feet, but that could just be from literally being reborn twice in one day.


    She sighs, swiping the menu away and shuddering as she realizes how cold it’s getting rather abruptly. The sun is starting to fade behind the horizon and the evening breeze begins to shift into a soft gale, which runs over her bare shoulders and wet robe, chilling her body. Clutching herself, she walks through the giant gate and into the city for the second time today.


    The city is much less lively now that the evening has come. The streets, which were packed full before, are now sparsely trodden at best. Instead, she sees a new sight. Heartfelt, shining, orange and yellow hues leak out of the many glass windows of the city’s houses. Laughter and dulled voices carry out together with the shine, surrounding her with warm sensations that she isn’t allowed to be a part of.


    "It’ll be night soon…" she says to herself and wonders what she is going to do. The wind picks up, seeping through the gate and flowing over her, now with a more frigid bite. Taking the hint and holding herself, she walks down over the empty plaza and then the following darkening street alone. Why didn’t she think about this better? She was so determined to rush in, so blinded by her desires to be, to feel, that she had sabotaged herself yet again.


    As always. Nothing ever changes.


    Laughter and warm, muffled words ring out all around her as she walks along the main road. She isn’t sure of what else to do, so she simply keeps on walking. Fresh doesn’t have any money and now that it is getting late, she feels her stomach growling in protest at having been ignored all day. "Guess I still need to eat…" she mumbles beneath her breath.


    The darkness is setting on faster and faster and with it comes a deeper cold that is surprisingly strong, given the very hot mid-day sun that was above the world just a few hours ago. Her body begins shaking wildly and her teeth chatter before she reaches the second plaza. Now what? She looks around herself. There is still nowhere to go, nowhere to find shelter. There is nowhere where she would be welcome, especially with no money. Some new life this is turning out to be.


    "I miss my bed." Her eyes fixate on the dungeon and she walks towards it again. Where else is there to go? She’ll freeze out here. Hesitating for a moment, Fresh steps towards the blue-mist a second time and lets it envelop her; unaware of the small figure that was watching her in the distance from a window.


    Passing through, she sits down at the top of the staircase and leans back against the wall, beneath a torch. It isn’t warm-warm, but it also isn’t frigid, like it is outside either and there’s no wind here. That’s something, right? Her eyes wander down the staircase. Would the mushroom-monster attack her? She hopes not. Maybe if she stays up here, maybe it won’t wake up then?


    "Whatever," she thinks and leans her head back against the wall. Even if it does get her a second time, what does she even have left to lose?


    


    Note for occultists - Roosters 

The rooster is a really loaded symbol worldwide. In Chinese mythology it represents responsibility, fidelity, courage, confidence. Whereas in Portuguese mythology it is seen as truth and equity, particularly in matters of law. Most importantly, the rooster is also associated with a rising sun that comes to banish the night.

  


  Chapter 6: Trying again


  
    The growl of her empty stomach is the first sensation that Fresh feels as wakefulness returns to her stiff body, which has drifted in and out of sleep all night long. It appears to be daytime now. She can’t see any of the people on the other side of the gate, but the aura of the foggy city, visible behind the dungeon barrier, is brighter now. It looks as if the morning sun were rising on the other side of it.


    Fresh stretches herself out, feeling a slightly painful pop down in her lower back as she looks around herself. Apparently, she had survived the night. Though, judging by the ache in her own body, she isn’t so sure if it was worth it. With wobbly legs, she pushes herself up off of the wall and continues to look around.


    Now what?


    Her stomach growls and she leans back against the wall, the torch next to her face. When was the last time she ate something? If her last life counts, which she doubts, since she had a new body and stomach now, it was maybe the third day now, worst case? Though maybe this body has just never eaten at all, ever. She feels weak on her legs, even weaker than before. Fresh sighs and ponders, wondering, what is there to do? She needs to eat something.


    To eat something, she needs money. To get money, she needs something to trade for money. To get something to trade for money, she has to have… something. Some skill, talent or practice to sell or to use. But…


    She looks down at her pale, shaky hands.


    - There isn’t anything that she knows how to do. Not really. There are some vague things that she can think of on the spot, that could maybe be useful in a fantasy world like this. Things like the concepts of engines or electricity. But… she has no idea how to make any of those things, so even if she knows of their existence, it’s basically all pointless for right now. Ideas are worthless, if you can’t apply them, after all.


    No. She needs something more concrete. Fresh looks down the steps again. The dungeon is the only way for her to make money. But she isn’t even able to defeat the first and easiest creature here all by herself. There isn’t a chance and she doubts that anyone would help her for no pay. So, now what?


    Her stomach continues to growl. At this point, she isn’t sure if it’s a new growl, or just the same one as before that has yet to stop. She could go out and beg? She’s sure that she could get some coins or some scraps or anything. She doesn’t need much. Her eyes look back towards the portal.


    But that’s not what she had wished for. What she wanted. What she was sent here to do; if there even is any such a defined cosmic-purpose. Is there? She doubts it and looks back down the staircase, opting to walk down them instead, grabbing a torch again on the way. The same window from before pops up, telling her that she has the torch in her hand, which seems a little redundant, all things considered. But it is what it is.


    Standing at the bottom of the staircase, she looks at the rooted wall, where the mushroom creature had come out from last time. A soft voice is carried out of the dark hole. *Nyaaaaaaa~*


    Fresh narrows her eyes, the cooing sound reminds her of someone who is asleep. The girl looks around herself, wondering what to do. The torch in her hand glows brightly, the dancing flames catch her eye and she stares at it, mesmerized and lost for a moment. The roots? Could they be burnt? She stares at them, no. No, it’s unlikely. The earthen walls beyond the stone bricks look damp and wet, so the roots are probably full of water. It’s no good.


    She returns her gaze back to the dark hole, just below the roots. The one way tunnel. Wait.


    Wait!


    Her eyes shoot open as a plan comes to her. That’s it! It could work! There are way more than enough!


    Jogging up the steps again, she grabs another torch in her free hand and then returns down to the bottom and creeps towards the hole.


    *Nyaaaaa~"


    Fresh quietly peers down, staring at the mushroom silhouette, leaned back in the hole, snuggly nested against the far wall. Its eyes are closed, still fast asleep. Her plan seems a little cruel, but… it did kill her. So, it’s only fair, right?


    Fresh nods to herself. It has to be done. She sets the magically burning torches down and then runs to grab another two more from the walls and then, after adding them to her pile, another two. The light is starting to come together, the thing inside the hole begins stirring


    *Nyaa-* It yawns *Nyaaaaah~?*


    Fresh grabs the torches one by one and hurls them into the entrance of the little knee-high tunnel, blocking it off with the burning flames that all meet together in the center.


    *NYAAAAH!* yells the mushroom creature, now wide awake and having seen the intruder. It looks at her knowingly, as if it could recognize her. She looks at it and nods. Their eyes meet, both filled with fresh morning focus and determination. It crawls forward, moving from the back of the crevice. Fresh grabs another two torches and stacks them on the front by the others. The creature backs off a bit, letting out another angry *Nyah!* as the flames, blocking the only way in or out of the tight tunnel, lick its exterior with an audible hiss.
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    The battle window returns and Fresh stares smugly at the little mushroom monster that she has cornered. It can’t escape, she has it now. She pushes the torches in further into the hole, wondering what fire-roasted giant mushrooms taste like? Her stomach growls. "I hope you’re tasty, Mr. Mushroom," she says, wagging a finger smugly at it from outside of the hole.


    *NYAAAAAAAAAH!"


    The mushroom creature screams and thrashes around inside of the death-trap. Its health-points steadily depleting, as the heat pushes its way inside, collecting as would heat in an oven and burning the trapped creature slowly to death. Fresh leans forward, staring at the little monster that looks back at her; its eyes shining in the firelight, as their gazes meet and lock over the flames.


    It isn’t anything personal, they both know that. It just is what it is. But she does feel a little bad. Somewhat uncertainly now, Fresh pushes the torches in further. It screams and presses itself back against the wall, as its health-points slowly sink down to zero from the fire damage.


    *NYAAAAAAAAAAAAAH...~*

  


  Chapter 7: Lunch break


  
    Fresh lets out a small burp and quickly turns her head away, covering her mouth in order to be polite, before taking another bite of the steaming, giant mushroom, which has been sitting over the make-shift cooking pit for a while now. She had made it, after the so-called ‘battle’. Though ‘cooking’ is also a bit of an exaggeration, she thinks to herself, looking at the small hole. She had dug it with her bare hands and filled it with magical torches.


    With all of the strength in her body, she rolls the dead creature back onto the flames, to let it cook some more. The fire hisses and she wipes away the wet from her eyes with the back of her wrists.


    "Y- you really are delicious, M- Mr. Mushroom," she lies, looking at the dead creature, as she swallows down another bitter mouthful. It seemed wrong to her to not only kill him, eat him, but then to also, as a final insult, to say that he tasted bad. She can’t explain why, but she feels like she owes the monster that much, at least. Grabbing the mushroom, she turns it over again, hoping that maybe if it gets a little crunchy, that it might taste better. But as is, it tastes like dirt. Not even a little tangy or bitter. Just… dirt. But at least it’s hot and at least it fills her growling stomach.


    Crying, she leans in towards the mushroom creature, sitting over the fire and takes another bite, wincing as new tears form. As she chews, she looks with wet eyes at the creature, specifically at the orange cap adorning its head. She had seen people walking outside with these. So that means that it’s worth something, right? That means that she could sell it. Through the sadness comes a bitter pride and she takes another bite from the side of the giant mushroom, before pushing him back onto the fire. She had gotten some experience points, apparently, from the fight. Not enough to level up though. But it’s good to know she thinks, as she recalls the very simple screen that had appeared after the battle.
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    The mushroom hisses and she turns him around, wondering if she should take the cap off? Probably, actually, if she’s going to sell it. It would be no good burnt. The edges are already a little charred, actually.


    Reaching over the fire, she grabs the mushroom-cap, pressing one hand against the other side of his body and then, closing her eyes, pulls back to rip it off. It comes a little loose with a strange tearing sound, the noise akin to pulling glued paper apart. She winces and pulls again.


    "Sorry!" The cap comes off and she falls backwards onto her bottom, holding it with wide, but damp, eyes. Her first loot. Her first item! Sort of. "Torches don’t count," mumbles Fresh to the empty dungeon room.


    A tiny text window pops up.
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    "Neat," she looks at it, spinning the round, saucer-like growth around in her hands, before setting it down to her side. Apparently, there isn’t any ‘black-hole’ magical inventory, at least that she knows of right now. That would explain why everyone outside was carrying their stuff by hand or in giant bags. Wait… didn’t she see something about an inventory somew-


    Something hisses, Fresh looks back at the fire, staring at the burning mushroom creature for a second.


    "AH!" she leaps forward to pull it from the flames below. Mr. Mushroom is heavy though, even with four bites missing from him and no cap. The window pops up again with a small chime, as she heaves him to the side of the pit again and away from the licking flames. Thankfully, even if his lower body was sitting on the fire, his upper is still only mildly warm.
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    Panting, she sets the heavy thing down and looks. From the looks of it, there’s a cooking skill? Fresh stares down at Mr. Mushroom, who looks back up towards her. Coughing once to herself, she grabs him and spins him around to get away from his eyes, before looking back at the menu-screen. Can she do anything with this? She taps the window, but it just vanishes a moment later.


    "Hmm…" she ponders. "There’s got to be an adventurers’ guild or something, right?" mutters Fresh. There has to be somewhere she can ask about things like this. "Right, Mr. Mushroom?" She takes another bite from the back of the creature, eating a bit of the char. Now, he tastes like dirt and like ash. Great.


    Fresh coughs, hitting against her chest with a fist. Taking a second to breathe and to wipe away another tear, she leans in to take another bite.


    It’s disgusting, she feels awful. But eating makes her feel better. It’s risky, eating a mushroom that she had never seen before. It was even riskier, because that mushroom had never seen her before either, before this morning. Real stranger-danger. Fresh takes another bite, wincing and leaning back against the stone wall behind herself, as she looks with one eye down the way, down towards the wall of red-fog that has now vanished, opening up the path down to the next part of the dungeon.


    She swallows. Should she look? Or should she sell the cap first? If she dies again, will it get lost? She supposes so, doubting that she can carry it with her through whatever inter-cosmic gateway lets her come back to life. Fresh wipes her last tears away with her shoulder, before taking a final bite out of Mr. Mushroom.


    No. Her gaze turns to the staircase leading upward, in an effort to distract herself from the taste in her mouth. No. She’ll go to town again, first. She should sell the cap. It probably isn’t worth more than the equivalent of a few cents, being from such an ‘easy’ creature and just a single one. But it’s all that she has. Besides -


    She swallows with a loud gulping sound.


    - Maybe she can find out something about getting a class? Maybe then… Fresh looks at her meager, pale hands, which are almost translucent in the firelight.


    "Maybe if I had some abilities…" she mumbles. With her low health, perhaps becoming a close-combatant is a bad plan. But… what about something else? Magic! If she could learn some simple combat spells, like a tiny fireball, then she could work with that, for starters. She could stay at a distance, where it wouldn’t matter how low her health is. Or maybe she could learn to heal? If she learned some healing magic, people would want her to adventure and fight together with them, right? She could make friends then.


    Fresh likes that idea a lot.


    "What do you think, Mr. Mushroom?" she asks him, with excitement slowly starting to regrow in her eyes.


    Mr. Mushroom falls over and doesn’t respond.

  


  Chapter 8: Making a living


  
    Daylight shines all around her with rich intensity as Fresh steps out of the dungeon with her singed mushroom-cap in hand, feeling much better than when she had entered inside of it the night before. It takes a second for her eyes to adjust. but then, after they do, she sees the familiar sight of the bustling city during the light of a new, early morning. Adventurers of all manner and type hustle around her, moving in and out of the dungeon-gate and swarming down the way towards the nicer market square, which is near the entrance. Is that where all the shops are, all the way down there?


    She looks around, wondering why there are none here, right next to the dungeon? Wouldn’t this be prime real-estate for a store? But as she stands there, clutching the single mushroom-cap against her chest, she notices again that the buildings here are rather drab and poorly built, compared to the high-standards that had apparently been applied to the other end of the city. Maybe it just isn’t popular to live by the dungeon? Odd. She wonders why and keeps walking, following a stream of adventurers down towards the entrance to the city.


    Looking around herself as she walks, she notices many things that she had simply walked past during her first two excursions down the road. Smiths who are busy at work, hammering on metal constructions out in the open, as if putting on theatrical shows of their craft. Fletchers weaving threads and spanning wood. A tailor measuring a hulking giant of a woman for a new dress. An alchemist and a broad-jawed swordsman arguing loudly about the strength of some potions or something of the manner. She wonders who she could sell her cap too? She wonders if the money is enough to even do anything with? Still. It will be a start. Even if it’s only a few cents, a few coins that didn’t even add up to a loaf of bread; it’s a start and that’s all she wants.


    If Mr. Mushroom can respawn too, like she did, then maybe she can get him again? If that works out, she could get one of these caps every day. That is assuming that she’ll catch him off-guard each and every time. Fresh lets out an uneasy groan, she has her doubts about that plan. Mr. Mushroom recognized her, so if he respawns too, then he’ll know about her trick now, right? The girl looks ahead of herself, a man in leather, carrying a large pack that is covered in dozens of the big orange caps, is walking just in front of her and turns into a small store, the door jingling as he enters. A sign outside reads ‘Bits and Bob’s.’ She supposes that it’s some kind of general store, perhaps?


    Stepping to the side, she watches the scene through the well polished window. The man goes to the counter and unloads his wares. The shopkeeper studies them for a second and then nods to the man, giving him a few assorted coins, before they part ways again, not a minute later. Fresh steps back, as the door opens and the man in leather steps out to continue on with his day. She hesitates for a moment. What if she makes a fool of herself? What if the man laughs at her for trying to sell him one dinky, little, burnt mushroom-cap? She gulps. It’s all that she has. She has to try.


    Her hand catches the door just before it slams shut and she steps inside. The man behind the counter looks up to her curiously. He’s past middle-aged, a thick, salt and pepper mustache adorns his sun-worn face.


    He’s quiet for a moment and then stands upright, as if remembering a line he was supposed to recite. "Welcome to Bit’s and Bob’s! I’m Bob, how can I help you today, missy?"


    "Uh, hi…" mumbles Fresh, stepping forward somewhat nervously. "I… uh… I’d like to sell this, please!" she says, holding the single mushroom-cap out towards the man and closing her eyes, expecting to be yelled at for her foolishness.


    "Well, what’ve you got there?" asks the man and she feels the large mushroom-cap being taken from her grip. "Just one?" asks the shopkeeper, looking at the mountain of them already behind him. "Mm… we usually have a minimum purchase allotment of five. Time is money, you know?" he states, somewhat bothered.


    Fresh nods, clenching her fists. She was afraid of something like this. "Yes. Sorry."


    The man makes a puzzled noise and she finds that he eyes her rather suspiciously all of a sudden. "It’s burnt."


    Fresh nods, slowly opening her eyes. "Yes. Sorry… It was my first time in the dungeon."


    He lets out a groan, as if unsure and turns the thing around in his hands. He sighs and sets it down onto the counter, shaking his head. "I shouldn’t do this, but okay. I’ll take it and I’ll give you, uh, let’s see…" he turns it around on the surface, leaning down towards it and inspecting it before looking up to Fresh again and then back to it. "- three Obols."


    Is that a lot? She has no idea. Probably not. Still. Fresh raises her hands in excitement. "Yes, please!"


    The man tilts his head, somewhat perplexed at her spontaneous reaction, but then simply nods and digs down into his till and slides three small, bronze coins over the counter. He looks her up and down. "Was this your first?"
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    "Yes!" cries Fresh proudly, taking the coins and clutching them tightly in her fist, pressing it against her heart. The metal discs feel cool and satisfying to hold. She earned these. These are hers. "It wasn’t easy, but I managed!" she says with a sigh of relief. She reopens her eyes and looks at the man staring at her, realizing she shouldn’t talk so personally to the strange shopkeeper, who probably thought her much the same.


    "Are you new to town?" asks the man, leaning back, stroking his mustache, almost as if he were suspicious of something. Fresh looks at him, now unsure. Is she allowed to talk to him about these things? Not like… legally, but isn’t it weird? Is she ‘allowed’ to say that she was literally born yesterday? She sighs, no. No more being afraid. This is a new life for her and she won’t carry her old anxieties with her anymore. She refuses to.


    "Yeah, I just arrived," she says meekly. That’s true, right?


    "Ah! I bet you’re from the south, eh? You got that look," says the man with a bright smile shining out beneath his mustache.


    She isn’t sure what that means, but simply nods. "Mm!" A question comes to her mind. Should she? She still feels uneasy, talking to this strange man. "Ah, this might be a weird question, but… do you know where I can learn about magic?"


    "About magic?" responds the shopkeeper, leaning forward against the counter. His gaze lowers to the mushroom and then to her bruised arms. "Soft-skinned, eh?" He laughs. "Just down the road here, near the gate. There’s the adventurers’ guild, they can answer any questions about that stuff better than I can. I’m just a merchant." He waves her off. "And nothing else."


    "Uh…" That was kind of an odd statement, but whatever. Fresh clutches the coins tightly and turns to leave, realizing that she’s probably being shooed away. "Okay, thank you very much!"


    "You’re very welcome," says the friendly shop-keeper. "But next time, come with five and no burn marks, okay?"


    "Okay!" She laughs and steps outside. What a friendly, non-suspicious man. Her shoulders drop as the tension leaves her body and she looks at the three small coins in her hand. She has been squeezing them tight enough to leave an indentation in her palm. Her pridefully-shining gaze rises up towards the bright blue sky above herself. Her first adventure has been a success!


    The first day of her new life was perhaps sort of a fiasco, but the second one is turning out to be it. It’s turning out to be exactly what she had hoped for. One good morning is all that it takes to make the world seem so much brighter, apparently. She turns to the right to go find the adventurers’ guild, beaming as brightly as the sun itself as she walks, unaware of the eyes watching her from behind, through the glass of the store’s window.


    An adventurers’ guild, of course! It’s too obvious! She should have looked for something like that from the start! Fresh knocks herself on the head once, realizing that she has felt oddly silly and air-headed ever since having been reborn.


    


    Note for occultists - Obols 

Obols are a currency from ancient Greece that have a strong mythological connection. When the dead were buried, they would place an Obol into the mouth of the body. So that once the person’s spirit reached the underworld, they could then pay Charon to take them across the river Styx.

  


  Chapter 9: The adventurers' guild


  
    Fresh stands in the large market square of the entryway plaza, feeling the sun land on her back, together with the occasional glance of a curious passerby. She fidgets, somewhat nervously, wishing that she had at least a scarf or something else to cover her bare shoulders with. Even if it is a warm, bright day. This outfit is a huge change of pace for herself, in comparison with the old jeans or baggy, frame-obscuring hoodies that she would wear all the time. But she at least has to admit that the robe is comfortable, more-so than jeans would have been under the hot sun, as the fabric reaching her ankles is very loose and flowy and billows in the gentle, early-year breeze.


    "Adventurers’ guild… adventurers’ guild…" she mumbles to herself, looking around the city, as she stands in the center of the market-square. Stalls and vendors line the roads, all of which are bustling with the busy commerce of the new day, as hundreds of adventurers and also some more ‘normal’ looking people go every which way, their excited voices turning the city into a buzzing hive of activity and life. She feels inexplicably happy, hearing them all around herself, even if she can’t distinguish any words in specific. It just feels so alive. It makes her feel so alive to just be here, surrounded by it all. It’s nice to be outside, to be around people, even if nobody is talking to her. After her long seclusion, she had missed this in a way that she had never realized before just now.


    "Looking for something?" asks a loud, booming voice from behind her. Somewhat startled, Fresh half jumps and half turns to look at the giant man, standing behind a small wooden stall, covered in baked goods. She stares at him for a second, somewhat panicked and lost for words.


    "Ah! Uh…! I’m looking for the adventurers’ guild…?" she asks with uncertainty in her voice, as if perhaps this could have been something absurd to say.


    The giant man leans forward to look at her, appearing somewhat perplexed. But then he pulls back upright, crossing his huge arms and laughs jovially. "It’s right over there!" he says, pointing with a single finger that is the size of two of her own. Following the direction with her eyes, Fresh looks at the building nested behind a large sign that’ swings from two chains above it. The sign plainly and obviously reads - ‘ADVENTURERS’ GUILD’.


    Laughing meekly, somewhat embarrassed, she thanks the man who simply nods back to her. Sparing one, somewhat tense glance, she looks at the sign above a small loaf of bread adorning his stall. It’s ten Obols. Wincing, she waves goodbye to the man and walks towards the guild. Well, it’s no surprise. It was just one tiny, little mushroom monster. If each cap is worth three, then she’d have to kill at least three more Mr. Mushroom’s to be able to afford a single loaf of bread. Then again, she wouldn’t need the bread if she just ate them instead. Although, maybe eating monsters is sort of a lowbrow thing to do? She is unsure, as she stands before the door to the guild. The loud buzzing ambiance of the hive behind herself is an all-encompassing noise that accompanies her thoughts and seems to drown them out entirely.


    As she stands before the door, Fresh feels nervous, uncertain. Her heart begins to beat a little faster than it should and her hand becomes a little shakier than it should be, as she grasps the iron ring handle. She was never good at stuff like this. Taking one deep breath in and then exhaling it out slowly, she pulls it open and steps inside.


    This is it.


    Immediately, there is a change of atmosphere as she steps inside of the somewhat darker building. There is an intense shade in here, as if the sun itself couldn’t quite manage to reach through the hazy, yellowed windows. Nor can the buzzing candor of the outside world. She shuts the heavy door behind herself, feeling almost as if she had dove underwater.


    It’s quiet. The noise of the city is cut-off entirely, as if it never was. All except for the single haunting voice that now makes itself heard all around herself. Enveloping her, as if it were the sound of a rushing current while she is pressed beneath a baptizing river. It sounds like the singing of a lamenting woman, high toned but somber. The crystal clear voice rings out throughout the room and Fresh looks around herself for the source. Is there some kind of entertainment? A band? There are dozens of people here. But there is nobody here that is singing, at least nobody that she can see. Directly in front of herself is a row of thick, wooden tables on both sides of the room, as if she had stepped into a restaurant or a tavern. Seated at each and every one of them are adventurers of all types and builds. Humans, elves and other strange things that she isn’t able to recognize right away. All wearing their various, colorful, or sometimes less ornate, equipment. All of them look down somberly into their heavy mugs filled with amber and crimson liquids, as they all sit in quiet contemplation, listening to the eerily nostalgic voice crying around them; spellbound, as if they are all lost to the allure of its call.


    Some eyes rise to meet the girl as she enters, not out of curiosity, but seemingly more out of agitation, because her quiet incursion had interrupted their equally silent lamentations. What is this? This is the adventurers’ guild? It feels more like she has walked into a funeral. The pressure in the air is heavy and tense. Her heart beats faster again, was this a mistake? Is she in the wrong place? Did she make a fool of herself already, like she knew that she would? Straight ahead, down past the rows of tables is a bar. Its keeper stands behind it, polishing a crystal glass with closed eyes, as she too listens to the doleful aria that has no clearly definable source.


    Fresh clenches her fists, uncertain. But it’s too late to turn back now. Quietly gulping, she takes a step forward and walks towards the barkeeper, not sparing more than a passing glance at the very detailed sign, hanging to the left of the door. She considers reading it for a moment, but the pressure of being watched is too much for her to endure just standing here awkwardly. The eyes of the people around her now turn back away, as she steps further inside, their gazes returning to the reflections that they see in their cups, which they hold before themselves as if puzzlingly staring into vacant mirrors. The elfish woman behind the bar, oddly enough, wears what Fresh would have expected a high-class barkeeper to wear in her own old life. Simple black trousers with a leather belt showing above them, a tucked in, white-cuffed button-up with rolled up sleeves and a tightly closed black vest over it. Her hair is a dull, dusty blond that is pulled back into a loose, short tail on the back of her head. Two long bangs hang before her face, which has large patches of burn scarring beneath one eye and on her cheeks. She is hardly much larger than Fresh herself is.


    As the girl nervously steps before the bar, the keeper’s eyes open and move up towards her. Not agitated like the others, but just blank. Expressionless, not filled with any particular sorrow or happiness. She’s just blank. The look on her face almost reminds Fresh of that of an old bureaucrat, whose spirit has been painted gray by the repeated monotony of their daily life. Fresh opens her mouth to ask her where the guild is, or if she’s even in the right place. But then she closes it a second later, as no words come out. It’s hard to explain for herself, but apart from the singing voice, there is no sound to be heard other than the odd shuffle of a boot or a gulp from a nearly empty mug. It seems wrong for her to break the silence and so she stops herself from speaking.


    The elf looks at her, her expression changing to one of unusual curiosity. But as Fresh closes her mouth again, the woman nods as if understanding her present dilemma. Assuming this was a nod of greeting, Fresh nods back. Turning around, the barkeeper grabs a shot-glass and a bottle filled with a thick, black, gooey liquid and pours it inside, before sliding it across the bar to Fresh.


    She looks at it uncertainly, she can’t afford this. She doesn’t even want it. Sweat beads on her forehead as her heart begins to flutter. Something is going wrong. Raising a hand, she softly waves ‘no’ and quietly shows the woman the three tiny coins that she has. The keeper’s expression doesn’t change, she looks back to Fresh and slides the glass further towards her a second time with a single finger, teetering it on the edge of the bar. The black-liquid inside barely moves as the glass shifts. Its consistency is thick, like a heavy oil.


    What is this? What should she do? Her under-arms are feeling a tinge of wet as well now, as her legs become wobbly beneath herself. She never drank much before. Why is the woman offering her this? Fresh takes a step back, unaware of herself doing it. The singing voice calls out around her, never stopping to take a breath, never breaking its mourning. Its calming, numbing presence does little to alleviate this new angst that cuts through her like a sharp knife.


    Something nudges her, dully pressing into her waist. Surprised, Fresh looks down towards it.


    The small, hooded person with the mask, from the day before, stands next to her, also looking at the barkeeper, who prepares a second shot and slides it towards them as well. The childlike figure whose head reaches to about her stomach reaches up to the top of the bar and grabs it, subtly pressing an elbow into Fresh’s leg again, as they rise up to the tips of their toes. What’s going on? What has she gotten herself into?


    Fresh’s hand takes the tiny shot glass and she looks at it uncertainly, before looking down at the small person accompanying her, who lifts the fully-obscuring, white, wooden mask only an inch from their face. They hold their tiny glass out towards her for a toast. Fresh, unsure of what else to do, feeling the weight of the stranger’s and the keeper’s eyes pressing down on herself, takes her own glass and quietly hits it against the out-held shot, before downing the black liquid all at once.
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  Chapter 10: Trouble


  
    Fresh lurches forward, her hand clutching the front of her chest as the heavy burning sensation courses through her throat. The thick, tarry liquid, oozing down into her gut, feels like it’s setting her insides on fire. It takes everything that she has in herself not to start coughing and spluttering and retching everywhere. The taste is… indistinctly metallic. It simply tastes like you would expect a shot of black goo to taste. Oily. A little like sucking on wet coins. It burns.


    Wincing and clenching her eyes tightly shut, as the muscles in her tense neck turn her head to the side, she swallows the last of it and sets the glass quietly back down onto the counter with her shaking hand.


    It hits her stomach like a brick and her body convulses, as if to try to push it back up and out of itself immediately. She presses it back down, ignoring the acidic taste rising in the back of her throat. The room is still deathly quiet, the air is no less tense, the voice still sings for a cause unknown. Her eyes raise up, but there is still no singer to be seen. It is as if there is simply a specter, a wailing ghost whose presence fills the room. Her eyes reach the small masked figure, their head covered by a burgundy-red hood. Fresh wonders, is this the same person? Weren’t they wearing green?


    Oh wait, that was yesterday. Obviously people wear different clothes. Duh. She nods to the figure, who places their empty glass back onto the counter. The figure shakes their hands out into the air in disgust, as if the taste had disturbed them as well and then nods back to her.


    Fresh has no idea what’s happening anymore.


    The barkeeper quietly takes both empty glasses, inspecting them, before setting them down and out of the way. Reaching back up, she slides a key across the bar, towards the small figure, who takes it and nods. Looking at Fresh, the stranger raise a finger, gesturing for her to follow, as they then turn and walk towards an upwards leading stone staircase, on the other side of the room. Fresh feels entirely lost now. Were they… was this some kind of… seduction? Drinks and a room? What?


    No… No, she’s being ridiculous. There’s obviously something that the small figure wants from her and this is no place to talk, she realizes, watching the masked person who has reached the stairs. Plus that window that had appeared said they formed a party. So she’s in a party now? That’s great, isn’t it? That’s exactly why she came here! They turn and look back to her questioningly. The singing voice calls all around them, unperturbed by any of this, as it continues with its aria. Fresh clenches her fists tightly and steps towards the stairs, deciding to follow them. She wants to be brave. She wants to take risks. This is a new life. She had promised herself. No fear. No doubts.


    But, despite that wishful thinking, Fresh stops again in her tracks, feeling the coins in her hand and the burning in her gut. It’s all she has. But… it would be rude not to… wouldn’t it? She wants to do it right. She wants to do it all right. All of it. She won’t miss any more opportunities to be the person who she wants to be. She wants to live right, she wants to live forthrightly.


    Fresh turns around once more towards the barkeeper, who looks back up to the girl, as she places two of her three coins onto the counter and slides them towards the elf, who stares back curiously. But then nods to Fresh, understanding the meaning of the gesture. Fresh nods back and heads towards the stairs and towards the hooded figure, holding her last coin, her lucky coin, tightly clenched in her fists. It wasn’t a pragmatic decision, obviously. But it felt like the right thing to do. One for each drink. That feeling, that’s how she wants to live. She wants to feel like she has chosen the right things with every choice she makes in this new life and as of right now, she does.


    Quietly as she moves to the stairs, she thanks Mr. Mushroom one last time for everything that he’s done for her. For the good feelings that he has let her feel today.


    Oddly though, she feels more eyes on her now. As the gazes of some of the tables have returned to her for some reason. Yet none speak, whisper or murmur; daring not to break the spell of the siren song. The group before her, at the table just by the staircase, all look at each other with certainty in their gazes. As she passes them by, a woman in white with long, strawberry-brown hair, reaches out and gently grabs the side of Fresh’s robe, to get her attention. Fresh looks at the woman, who appears to be a priestess of some kind. Her features are delicate and soft, she seems compassionate. But her mug is just as full as all of the other mugs here. She scoots to the side, opening a space at their table up.


    Fresh’s eyes open wide. Were they… were they inviting her to sit with them? Her? Really?! Her heart beats fast. Nobody had ever asked her to sit with them anywhere, ever… Why? What did she do? She feels happy, as she looks to the rest of the table who all nod back to her, their expressions as certain and determined as the priestess’. They want her. Fresh’s mind buzzes with a joy that she quite can’t put into coherent thoughts, the bewitching voice mesmerizing her, mixing with this unbridled feeling of warmth and giving it an oddly sad depth. She doesn’t understand this at all, but -


    Something grabs her and Fresh almost yelps in surprise, as her thoughts are slashed in twain. But she keeps it down, as she looks at the small figure on the staircase who has grabbed her by the hand and drags her away from the table before she can react.


    Somewhat troubled and uncertain of what to do, she lets herself be pulled away, but somewhat sadly waves goodbye to the group at the table, as she is pulled up the staircase by the surprisingly strong figure, given their size. The group looks oddly disappointed at her leaving, which isn’t something that she is used to seeing. But it doesn’t feel bad to see either.

  


  Chapter 11: Head first


  
    Once they reach the second floor, Fresh looks around for a moment, gazing around at the odd space that is above the tavern below. She had expected perhaps some sort of hallway lined with doors, or maybe a large quarter filled with beds for weary adventurers to rent. That was usually what these things were like, right?


    Instead, there is a single door right at the top of the staircase. Rising up to the tips of their toes, the small figure stretches and lets out an annoyed grunt as they stick the key into the lock and then turns it with some strained effort, before sinking back down and pushing the door ajar, stepping towards the blue fog that fills the crossing. She hadn’t expected this. Fresh tilts her head, looking at the glowing aura. It looks like the kind of fog inside of the dungeon-gate.


    Unsure, Fresh turns around to look down the stairs one last time. What does the stranger want with her? They had helped her, or so she feels at least, so there is a speck of trust present in her now. But then again, she’s about to go inside of a locked room together with them. Alone with the stranger upstairs. Obviously there’s a squirmy connotation that she carries with herself in the back of her mind. She had never done anything like this before. Fresh shakes her head, getting those weird ideas out of her mind as the hooded figure steps inside, waiting for her.


    No. She’s just being naive and misunderstands the situation. Surely it isn’t about anything like that.


    She steps inside after them and looks around the new space, as the door is closed behind her. The singing, melancholy filled voice of the haunting spirit of the tavern below is cut off as soon as the door closes, as if it had never existed. It’s cut off, just like with the noise from the outside-world when she had entered the adventurers’ guild. It’s as if a magic were sealing the spaces, keeping them separate from each other entirely. This new room is large and open, having the same size as the tavern below, but being mostly entirely void of furnishings. It’s just a large, square, empty room. It is completely bare, except for one small table with two dinky chairs and a single, small bed in the far corner.


    Something sighs from behind herself. She nervously turns her head around. The small figure sinks down low to the ground, their back sliding down against the door as they drop down to the wooden floorboards. Their head lifts up towards her, the spring-shine eyes that tiredly shine through the wooden mask look up towards her with a judgmental expression.


    "That was close, you know?" asks the figure and lets the back of their head thunk against the door behind themselves once. "I guess we’re both adventurers now," it says, groaning a little, as if suffering from what Fresh considers to be a rather joyful revelation. "Fuck me. I managed to avoid it for so long too."


    Fresh has no idea what’s going on. She rubs her bare arm somewhat uneasily. "Um, hello…"


    They lift a hand, pointing at her. "You might be bad-off, but are you touched in the head too?" asks the figure sharply, staring up at her somewhat incredulously.


    "Huh?" squeaks Fresh, taken somewhat aback by the crude question.


    "What do you think you’re doing here? Are you from the south or something?! Idiot!" they snap at her. 'The south', there’s that question again.


    But Fresh’s heart flutters as the stranger yells at her. She feels something cold and dewy on her skin, sweat. Her blood begins to race. She never was good with people yelling at her. Or being mean to her. Or actually, just talking to her in general. "W- what?" is all she manages to stammer out, her eyes growing quickly damp. ‘What is she doing here?’ Isn’t it obvious? What kind of question is that? "I wanted to be-become an adventurer…" she mumbles, rubbing her arm.


    "What?! You dumb fuck," they say, rolling their eyes. "Why in the name of all that is holy…?!" The small silhouette grabs the sides of their head, their fingers clenching down on the hood in frustration for a moment. After a while, they lift their head again, a light having died in their eyes. "Well, congratulations. You did it!" they grumble, rising up to their feet. "Hope you liked the taste of that dragon’s blood, cause there’s not gonna be a lot of that in the future!" Fresh flinches. Is there something wrong? Apparently. The figure’s gaze doesn’t leave her.


    Wait. Dragon’s blood?


    "You have no idea, do you? You really are from the south," they mutter, shaking their head. "I can see it, you know?" they ask, very plainly. Fresh stands there for a moment. Not sure what they mean. But then she covers her body with her arms instinctively. "Not that, you slime-brain!" they bark, placing their hands on their hips. "I can see the curse," they explain, stepping towards her. "It’s leaking out of you like you’re a broken pipe. You’re lucky that I’m the only one of my kind in this town and that I’m a nice person!" They groan and hit their head against the door again. "Too nice for my own good. Damn it!"


    Fresh looks around. Curse? "Ah… excuse me… but- I…" The eyes glare up at her and she flinches again as she feels their steeled gaze reach her. "I don’t know what you’re talking about."


    The figure shifts, its head rising up towards her as if it wasn’t sure what to think anymore. "Those fucks didn’t…" they shake their head and snap their fingers once at her. "Show me your menu," they demand. Fresh, unsure of what else to do, opens it as she did before, the glass rectangle floats between them.
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    "Wow. That’s… You didn’t think that there was something wrong with this?" they ask, gesturing to the glass-pane with both hands.


    Fresh shifts. "I mean… sort of…?"


    "'Sort of'?" they ask incredulously. "You have two maximum health. Two!" yells the figure, pointing towards her again. "I could stick my finger in your ass and you’d die! And look at your soul-points, what even…? Fuck’s sake! What is even going on there?!"


    "I had three!" argues Fresh.


    "You had... three?" replies the figure and even beneath the mask, Fresh can see their face drop to an expression that is even more disappointed.


    "I had three maximum health, yesterday. But I lost one…"


    They’re silent for a moment. The figure takes a deep breath, holding their hands out besides themselves, as they slowly inhale and then just as slowly exhale that breath back outward to calm themselves.


    "Let me break this down for you, because I’m about to cry at what I’ve gotten myself into." They look at her, locking their fingers together with their indexes raised to point towards her. "You are literally cursed. Literally. I don’t know who you ticked off, or what sacred temple you pissed in. But something put a heavy spell on you. Your stats are like a child’s. Hell, I know children who are stronger than you." Fresh rubs her head, she already knows that she is sub-par but she’s willing to work on that. If that’s all that the small figure has to say, even so rudely, then she’s actually still feeling pretty good about this as a whole, in all honesty. Despite feeling shaky from being yelled at. The tension in her shoulders loosens, as she sighs in relief.


    She shakes her head. "I don’t know about any curses or anything like that. But I know I’m weak. I’m going to work hard though and I won’t let that stop me," replies Fresh, feeling her determination return to herself. She raises a clenched fist up into the air, rather theatrically.


    She’s going to do this, no matter what.


    "No. You don’t get it, dumb-ass!" yells the figure stepping forward to her and pressing a finger directly into her stomach, rather painfully. "Do you know how much money we owe the guild?!"


    That was a sentence Fresh understands. "M- Money?"


    They stare at her for a moment, leaning in. "You didn’t read the sign, did you?"


    Fresh blinks, staring at them for a second as she recalls the piece of paper hung up by the front door of the guild. "I didn’t read the sign…" she admits, rubbing her arm.


    "You should’ve read the sign," they say dryly.


    "Sorry," she says, looking away.


    "Yeah. We became adventurers, officially. Don’t you understand?" asks the stranger. "By taking the initiation, you agreed to the terms," they explain, poking her a second time. "That shot was dragon’s blood! Don’t you know what that costs?!" Fresh’s eyes widen. The small figure brashly grabs the cut of the front of her robe, pulling her down towards their masked face. "TEN. THOUSAND. OBOLS." They yell, yanking the single coin from her hand and holding it between their faces. "TEN-THOUSAND," they repeat and throw the single coin far across the large room.


    The coin rolls and strikes the far wall with a small clamour, before falling over.


    Fresh’s legs feel wobbly now and now she stumbles, taken aback as she holds herself against the wall. "What? Ten-thousand?" She could never pay that back. What did she do? She could never hope to pay that back, not in a million years. Not in… her eyes fearfully look back at the figure. "How long?"


    "A year," says the masked person quietly, turning around to look across the empty room. "We have a year to pay the guild back. Ten-thousand each. Otherwise they own us. They own you. They own me," they explain, waving her off with a hand. "Otherwise after that, you’ll probably have to squeeze into a mine or a brothel and pay them back within another year," they state.


    They both stand there quietly for a time. Fresh’s heart is beating fast and her body is shaking. But there is one thing she still doesn’t understand. "Why did you drink it too?" she asks the figure, who lashes around to point back at her in an instant, apparently angry.


    "Because, dumb-ass!" they state. "What do you think would have happened if one of those other parties took you in and saw your worthless stats?!" they bark. "Best case, you’d get left behind down in the dungeon to get eaten by a vampire, worst case, you’d skip the year and get sold directly to the market," they explain. Fresh recoils. That’s pretty grim. "Once the glass is poured, there’s no taking it back. They wouldn’t have let you leave after you went up to the keeper! Making a new party was the only way to get you out of it at that point!"


    "I should have read the sign," concedes Fresh, feeling her face grow bloodless.


    "…You think?" The figure walks past her and out across the empty room, clutching their head tightly again and mumbling loudly about some ‘other’. Fresh’s body shakes. What did she get herself into? She should have done some research before diving straight in like this again. It was the same thing. The same thing she did in the dungeon before. She had run straight ahead with her eyes closed and it got her killed and now, it might as well have gotten her killed again. It’s just the second day of her new life and she’s indebted beyond belief. She never has had any debt before, not even in her old life. How could she be so careless twice in a row? And how- ?


    How is she going to get ten-thousand Obols? With no health. With no abilities or skills.


    Wait… Wait! She looks at the figure, apparently her very first party member, which does ease the pain a little, even if they are a huge jerk.


    "What do we get out of joining the guild?" she asks the small person, who is halfway across the large, empty room. Maybe there’s a new door open to her now? Maybe with membership, there’s access to some teachers or somebody who could show her the ways of fighting or magic? Ten-thousand? She grips her fists tightly, steeling her resolve. She can get ten-thousand! If she learns how to fight, how to go through the dungeon and how to earn money. She can put in the hours. She’s willing to do everything it takes. It’s scary, but she’s going to do it, she promises herself that.


    "Huh?!" laughs the small hooded figure, turning back around to face her as they hold out their arms wide at their sides in a welcoming gesture. "This is it! This is what we get! Welcome to our new home, Fresh!"

  


  Chapter 12: Plan of action


  
    "Huh?" Fresh looks around herself at the empty, square room, obviously feeling somewhat lost.


    "Joining the guild makes you an official adventurer, instead of just some schmuck from the streets," explains the stranger. "That opens some doors. But the guild is serious business, dumb-ass!" they exclaim, placing their hands on their hips. "That’s why everyone who joins has to take the shot. So everybody falls in line and makes an investment. Nobody wants to do business with a bunch of drunk wackos running around the city, rampaging out of control with their swords and magic!"


    The small figure sighs, defeated, lowering their arms and head as they walk towards the only furnishings in the room apart from the bed. A single table and two wobbly looking chairs.


    "We’re a party now, whether I regret my decision or not, so we get a cut-off space for ourselves," they say, waving a hand to the room around themselves, as they climb up onto a chair. Their face flops down onto the table a second later. There is a loud thudding sound, as the two wooden surfaces meet each other. Fresh’s eyes open wide as she moves towards the table.


    "We bought a house?" she asks.


    "We bought membership," snaps the sharp voice in an incredulous tone. "It just so happens to come with a party-space," they explain. "Only you and I are allowed to enter inside of here. It’s like the dungeon, but only more miserable," groans the figure, still not having lifted their head.


    Fresh stands next to them, holding her own arm nervously. What did she do? Her rushing in blind got her into a lot of trouble this time. Not just her, but someone else too. She looks down at the hooded figure. "Thank you…" mutters Fresh, looking meekly away to the side and out of the foggy, yellow windows. Light shines in through them but nothing distinct can be seen of the outside world. "- for helping me," she finishes, feeling a deep shame at herself, at her own naivety.


    Did she use to be like this? She feels like since this new life of hers has begun, that her mind has become… fuzzy. Sure, she was never smart. But she was also never this reckless and impatient, right?


    The figure sighs again, their shoulders falling deeply slack, as their upper body presses itself flat against the table, as if this was the last thing they had wanted to hear.


    "So we’re a party, now?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah. I’m looking forward to working with you," groans the smushed face, muffled from down beneath the mask.


    "What does that mean?"


    The wood of the mask scratches against the table as the figure raises their head to look back at her confused face. "I…" they pause. "It means that you and I are going to be working together to pay back our debt. Ideally, so that we can keep working together after that," they say, staring at her quizzically. "That’s the idea at least." They place a hand under their mask, rubbing the bridge of their nose. "But let’s not assume there’s going to be an after."


    Fresh thinks, sitting down. They could run? Leave the city. But… she looks down at the table herself now. She doesn’t want to do that. She doesn’t want to run. Her fists tighten as her eyes meet the figure’s. "Let’s do it."


    "Huh?" asks the figure, pulling back a little.


    She clasps her hands together. "Please help me to learn how to do something useful and let’s go to the dungeon together and get to work!" pleads Fresh, leaning in forward with a rather spontaneously generated amount of determination, towards the uneasy figure who pulls back a little, as their faces come uncomfortably close.


    They sigh. "You have no health-points. If you die in the dungeon, which you will, I’ll be saddled with your debt. That’s obviously not going to work," says the figure, crossing their arms.


    If she dies? Didn’t she already die? Fresh thinks for a second. Do adventurers not usually respawn? If they died, is that it? Is she the exception? Her mind goes to the image of the babbling fountain. She closes her eyes and quietly thanks whatever spirit decided to have this mercy for her, despite everything else.


    "What if I learn to heal and stay in the back?" she asks, still not willing to give up so easily.


    The figure lets out an unsure groan and thinks. "I don’t even know if you have any soul-points to cast spells to begin with. Besides, if you’re cursed…" they look to the side before turning back to face her. "The only healers around this city are from the church," they explain. "They teach adventurers white-magic and stuff like that for free, if you listen to their sermons in exchange," says the stranger, shaking their head. "That’s how they hook you, at least." Fresh’s eyes light up. The stranger lifts their hand to cut her off, seeing that she was getting hopeful. "But… you wouldn’t want to go to the cathedral. They aren’t fond of cursed people," explains the obscured person. "They take their existences rather personally, you know?"


    There was that word again. ‘Cursed’. "How am I cursed?" asks Fresh, scratching her cheek.


    The figure shrugs, leaning back on their chair. "Dunno? Shouldn’t you know?" they ask. "I can just see it. My folk are perceptive of these kinds of things," they say, locking their fingers behind their head and looking up towards the ceiling. Fresh wants to ask what race or species they are or whatever the implication here is, but she stops herself. It somehow seems rude to ask and she doesn’t want to insult her benefactor.


    Her eyes catch the coin on the floor, which has rolled towards the table. She leans over and picks it up. Her only coin. Does that make this one lucky? She laughs to herself quietly. Although, she stifles herself right away, feeling somewhat embarrassed, once she feels their eyes looking back towards herself. The coin was her last gift from Mr. Mushroom, apart from -


    Wait…


    Fresh sets the coin down onto the table with an audible ‘clack’ as an excited look grows in her eyes again. "What about crafting skills?"


    "What?"


    "If I can’t fight then… then what if you fight? What if you fight and I make things for us to sell?"


    "…What?" repeats the figure, not changing their muddled tone. Their eyes gaze at her very skeptically.


    "How much does a mushroom-cap sell for?" asks Fresh.


    "Uh… an orange one? About five Obols, I guess?" they say. Fresh winces.


    "What do they do with them?" she asks, not letting it get her down.


    "They sell them to the alchemists. Or they grind them up or they make whatever else out of it. Fuck, I don’t know, I’m not a mushroom-person."


    "But they have to make a profit off of it, right?" she asks. "Otherwise it wouldn’t be worth buying?"


    "Yeah?"


    "So." Fresh leans in. "Why don’t we skip the middle-man?" The plan comes to her and her eyes lock on the unsteady gaze of the small person before her, who she now notices has a subtle, faded pinkish tinge to their gray irises; as if the spring morning sunlight were shining off of them, even inside this dingy room. "You go into the dungeon and collect stuff. You give it to me and I’ll craft it into something," she suggests, lifting a finger. "Then we’ll sell that directly to the alchemists or whoever needs it. We’ll get more money out of it that way!" she beams. "A mushroom-cap has to be worth at least three times the buyout price, or else the street merchants wouldn’t bother, would they? So we can both pay our debts, plus we’ll have some extra!" she explains excitedly, not sure where this sudden spark of inspiration had come from.


    The legs of the chair fall back forward, as the hooded person leans in, now somewhat more excited. The changing of their expression is visible through the slits of the mask, where their eyes shine vividly outward, larger than before. "Why didn’t you tell me from the start that you could craft things?!" they say, their palms striking the table as they lean in forward again towards her. Their knees on the chair like an excited child’s. "What’s your profession and crafting level?!"


    Fresh scratches her cheek idly, smiling weakly. "Ah… well… I have cooking at one?"


    The room is quiet.


    "You have cooking at… one…?" repeats the figure, as if not believing their ears. "…and craftsmanship? Alchemy? Metalworking?"


    Fresh is quiet for a moment. "Ah… zero? Probably?"


    They fall back down, now entirely defeated. A pang of guilt flows through Fresh as she looks at the small figure who is clearly close to breaking down in some manner. She reaches forward, wanting to grab their shoulder and console them, but her fingers float in the air, as she isn’t brave enough to push forward over that last gap. "But I can raise it! I know some stuff!" she says, leaning in and lowering her hand back down to her own lap, not entirely sure if that was true. The figure doesn’t bother raising their head anymore.


    "So please, let’s work together! I know we can do it!"


    The room is quiet.


    "I know that I owe you, so I’m willing to work hard to make this right!" says Fresh, leaning in further.


    The room is quiet.


    "Please!"


    The room is quiet.


    Fresh’s expression tenses, as she feels her own eyes grow damp, but she purses her lips and presses that feeling back down into her gut. Slowly, she leans back and sinks into her own chair again, about to sigh in defeat.


    "I’m Jubilee," says the small voice. Fresh looks down at the mask and the very tired eyes that are staring back up at her own. The obscured stranger sighs. Their chin, which is pressed against the surface of the table, raises up an inch as they speak. Jubilee stands up. Fresh watches as they go and walk towards the door of the room. Stopping there, they turn back towards her. "Are you coming, shit-for-brains? We have work to do," is all they languidly say, as they step out into the mist, shaking their head.


    With wide and surprised eyes, Fresh jumps up and sprints towards and out of the door. Promising herself that this time, it will work. This time she'll be careful, this time, she isn’t going to blow it.

  


  Chapter 13: Take two


  
    Fresh looks at the bluish cloud that fills the gate of the dungeon, which the two of them now stand before. It is later in the day now, the afternoon having started about an hour ago and the city is as busy and as full of bustling life as ever. People walk all around them, entering in and out of the dungeon on both sides of the two, who are standing rather awkwardly in the middle of the way.


    "Stay up behind me," instructs Jubilee. Fresh nods, willing to let them take the lead. "You have to go in first though. I’ve already been down a bit deeper this week, so we’re better off taking yours, since you probably haven’t done much."


    Fresh isn’t quite sure she gets their meaning, but steps inside nonetheless, letting herself become enveloped by the fog. She hears a pair of small boots coming in up just behind herself. The light in her eyes returns to a normal dim, dungeon shade, as Fresh finds herself atop the familiar staircase. Jubilee enters next to her and goes down the steps first.


    "We shouldn’t even let you step foot in here, honestly," says Jubilee. "But if we’re gonna do this, then we need to get some stuff and I can’t carry it all by myself."


    Fresh walks after them, down the stairs, still wondering if they’re a her or a him. However, the small figure is heavily obscured and their voice is rather unidentifiable, though a little high-pitched. Fresh nods with a quiet "Mm!", wanting to agree with them, but not feeling brave enough to say or ask anything else; lest her brashness cause new trouble. They reach the bottom of the steps.


    "The hell…?" swears the small figure, as they look together now at the first floor. A rather grayish looking, ironically moldy, blob sits next to the burning hole. All that remains of Mr. Mushroom. The torches which she had planted in the dirt are however, still burning as brightly as ever, the magical fire not subdued even a little. Jubilee looks at the bite-marks on the thing and then back towards her.


    "Did you… You didn’t. Did you?" they ask in disbelief.


    Did she do something wrong again? Fresh pokes her index fingers together, looking away from the stern eyes facing up towards herself as she sheepishly speaks. "I was hungry…"


    "You… wh… - YOU GOO-BRAIN! You can't just eat dungeon monsters," scolds Jubilee, as they grab the sides of their own head again, their now-gloved fingers clearly digging into their scalp with immense pressure, as they tear at their hood. "I really want to beat some sense into your empty head, but you’d probably die." They turn away from Fresh, their hands clutching their masked face.


    Fresh waits for them to finish, feeling nervous about this now too. "Was that bad?"


    "Only if you like being alive, which you apparently don’t," says Jubilee, violently kicking Mr. Mushroom’s body over once. He rolls back into the fire. The fuzz on his body hisses as the flames scorch it away and singe his sides black. "Monsters need to be carefully prepared. You can’t just bite into them like some rabid animal," they explain. "Especially the mush-mushes! They’re literally poisonous mushrooms!" Jubilee points back to Fresh angrily. "How are you even still alive?!"


    Fresh thinks for a moment, but then shrugs. "He didn’t taste goo-" She stops herself, looking at the burning body. "I mean, he tasted fine. But I don’t think he was poisonous…"


    Jubilee stares at her and even though she can’t see their expressions beneath the wooden mask, she still somehow reads it as ‘lost’. "…He?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh raises a finger with a smile. "Yeah. That’s Mr. Mushroom!"


    Jubilee stares at her, silently. "Mr… Mr. Mushroom?"


    Fresh nods.


    "I don’t know if I can do this," says Jubilee and turns to walk down towards where the red-fog was, shaking their head, a hand planted onto their mask as they mumble a vague series of unintelligible words, complaining about some ‘other’. Fresh looks at them as they walk on around the bend. Did she say something wrong? But feeling that she is alone and has been left behind, she grabs a torch, ignoring the window that pops up and runs after Jubilee. She descends down the new, very wide staircase here.


    The second floor of the dungeon is already visible immediately from the top. It’s another simple room, made out of a mixture of compacted dirt, roots and ancient brickwork. As Fresh reaches Jubilee, a small window appears before herself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 2] {Deeper, Darker}
          
        

      
    


    


    Then a second later, it vanishes as they both look at it for an instant. Jubilee sighs again. "You really are fresh."


    Fresh thinks for a moment, wondering in which sense the word was intended. But simply opts to silently nod ‘yes’. That seems like it could do no harm. She looks around, but there is nothing here for her to see. "Are there monsters here?" she asks quietly, leaning downward and lowering her voice.


    "Yeah. Floor two has some more mush-mushes, but… it’s just two. Not even worth the effort. These first ten floors are basically ‘baby’s first dungeon’," says Jubilee. "Though apparently some ‘people’ have actually managed to die here before. Sad fucks."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, laughing meekly.


    "You stay up here. Always up the stairs, okay?" Jubilee leans in towards her. "You NEVER come down a single step until I tell you, okay?" they ask. "If you die, I swear to whatever god you pissed off, I’ll sell your body to the necromancers!"


    Fresh nods, not liking being yelled at or bossed around. But… what was she going to do to be of use anyways? She isn’t useful. Fresh rubs her arm. "Okay."


    Jubilee nods. "Good. I got the key, that makes me the party-leader. So I run this show, got it? You need to listen to me if you want to live."


    Fresh thinks for a moment, does that bother her? No. Not really. She was never the type to take charge of a group. She was never good with pecking orders or any of that. She just always wanted to be herself without other people making it weird. "Okay," she says again, plainly. If she keeps it simple, she can’t say anything dumb.


    Jubilee nods and steps down a step, bending forward to grab a fist-full of loose dirt from below. Some sharp, crackling crystallizing sound can be heard from between their gloved fingers. Fresh watches on in curiosity, as the small figure walks towards the center of the empty room. She wonders where the mush-mushes are? There aren’t any holes this time.


    Jubilee stops, two trails make themselves seen in the dirt, as some things are burrowing around the room from both sides, just below the surface.


    *NYAAAAAAAH~* cry out a duo of large mush-mushes, springing out of the dirt from both sides, with wide, open mouths as they lunge towards Jubilee.


    "Ah! Look ou-!" shouts Fresh, taking a quick step forward.


    Jubilee throws the handful of dirt down at their own feet in that instant. It smashes against the floor and… shatters?


    Some colorful sparkle catches Fresh’s eyes, as tiny fragments of glass shimmer in the torch’s radiating firelight, rebounding all of the colors around themselves like sparkling rain. It only takes a moment, but the world explodes into a flash of refractive light, as two prismatic spires burst out of the ground, shooting out faster than her eyes can follow.


    *NYAA-*


    Both of the mush-mushes are cut short in their cries, as the glass that shot out of the ground lances through their cores in an instant, skewering them and holding them aloft in mid-air, suspended by two long, razor-sharp crystals, jutting out of the dirt like jagged spears.


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {4/10} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {6/10} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    The screams die off, the two mushroom creatures gurgle out their last breaths and Fresh looks on in awe, as Jubilee turns to keep walking down the next flight of stairs ahead of them without so much as a care in the world. "Come down here and get those caps off."


    "That was so cool!" yells Fresh, running up to her party member. "Was that magic?! Can you show me how to do that?!" she asks with excitement, holding her fists clenched tightly in-front of her.


    "Just get the caps," says Jubilee, somewhat agitated and confused, by the looks of it.


    "Pleeeease~?" begs Fresh. Was this some kind of glass-magic? It seems really dangerous, but also really, really exciting! She wants to learn more about it.


    Jubilee waves her off. "Don’t cut yourself when you get the mushrooms down," is all they say as they walk off, leaving Fresh there alone with the bodies, which are still skewered at head-height on the two crystal pillars.


    She looks at them, wondering how she’s going to get them down. Then, a second later, just as she sees her own reflection in one of the glass towers, it all shatters, sending both of the monsters crashing down into the dirt, face first. Happy at the lucky break, literally, Fresh carefully steps forward and gets to work, eager to prove herself to her new and only party member.


    She hasn’t given up yet, she’s going to make this right and then some.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [MUSHROOM CAP (Orange)] ! x 2
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 14: Delving


  
    "Hey, how do I get a class?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee looks up at her, eyeing her up and down. "Eh... I don't know if you're cut out for it, really. Let's just -"


    "Pleeease~!" begs Fresh, clasping her hands and looking with a hopeful expression towards her only companion.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Fine, It's your funeral. Think about what you want to do. Uh… actually, think about what it is that you even can do and we'll talk about it once we get out of here, okay?" they ask. "Let's just focus on our work, for now."


    "Really?!" asks Fresh, excitedly.


    "Yeah. Yeah, take it easy," sighs Jubilee, waving an idle hand at her and looking out towards the next dungeon floor ahead of themselves. Fresh bounces on the tips of her toes, her excitement returning to her expression again as she smiles a satisfied smile.


    Floor three of the dungeon is just about the same as the first two. By the looks of things, it’s also just a small, compacted-dirt room. But now there are some slight differences. The floor isn’t entirely just an open-space. Rather there are small, half-crumbled, waist-high walls scattered throughout the layout. The bouncing tips of orange mushroom-caps can be seen from just behind them, from up here on the staircase. Fresh stands there, her arms full with the two caps, which she is already struggling to hold in front of herself, like a large pair of stacked bowls. But there is something else moving around down there too. She only catches a glimpse of it at first as it moves around the decrepit, brickwork walls. The room looks like somebody had tried to make a labyrinth at one point, but had given up half-way through.


    "It’s a snail," says Jubilee, following her gaze. Fresh nods, understanding. But also not really understanding. Snails? What kind of dungeon is this?


    Sure enough, it sloshes around a corner a moment later, lazily coming into their line of sight. A ‘giant’ snail, about the size of a medium-sized dog with a dark, marine-blue shell on its back, trails around the bend, leaving a bubbling streak of a vaguely viscous goo of the same color just behind itself. Listlessly, it looks at the two of them standing there on the stairs as it passes them by, its eye-stalks turning idly away a moment later in indifference. It does not respond to Fresh’s eager waving of her free fingers towards it.


    "Isn’t it going to attack us?" asks Fresh curiously.


    "Most of the easy creatures don’t really mind us, as long as we don’t step down from the staircases," they explain. "Deeper down though, they do get a little…" Jubilee shifts around. "- bitey."


    After a few seconds, the trail of snail goo dissipates as it soaks into the dirt and Fresh watches as the small figure steps down the staircase, grabbing a clean handful of the soil. The snail lazily turns its eye-stalks around to look back at the masked person, who is now down in its territory. It barely begins to narrow its eyes in anger, in the same instant as the magical glass splinters pierce straight through both of them, sending them flopping down to the ground like leaking water-balloons. Fresh winces and looks away for a moment, before turning back and observing the rather gruesome spectacle, feeling rather nauseous at the macabre sight. This was somehow more grim than with Mr. Mushroom. Maybe because the snail is bleeding profusely, spasming and spraying a thick, red blood on the walls, as it is still more than alive right now.


    A second skewer of glass comes out from below, burrowing through its soft underbelly before piercing out of its neck, killing it instantly, much to Fresh’s relief.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {8/10} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything. They just keep walking, looking rather bored as the next two mushrooms come around the bend with fury in their tiny, adorable, gazes. Their expressions are erased in an instant as well, as the glass cuts their lower bodies in half in a clean horizontal-arc that slices through their mouths. Jubilee, not even having broken their stride, heads towards the next staircase. As Fresh watches them, rather awestruck, she realizes that they’re already too strong for these early floors. She’s basically being carried right now. The thought makes her feel a little unwell. She wants to be useful too.


    A loud ringing sound explodes around her and Fresh jumps, dropping both of the caps down the stairs as she yelps in surprise.
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            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 2 ! ]
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    Jubilee looks back, stopping only for a moment. "Oh. Wow. Level two…" They shake their head and keep walking forward, waving a hand idly back behind themselves. "Great…" they sigh defeated. "Congratulations. Get the mushroom-caps and the snail-shell. We’ll do one more and then we’ll go back out," is all they say, before they vanish down the next few steps, just as the red fog dissipates.


    "Ah, wait!" calls Fresh, wanting to ask what she should do with this new window. But Jubilee doesn’t really bother to stop, likely not caring. Fresh looks at the menu that has appeared before herself, feeling rather thankful to the strange person for letting her get experience points so easily. Her life is literally being saved again. She’s going to pay them back somehow, she promises herself that and looks at the menu which has appeared.


    It looks like some of her stats had automatically raised themselves. Also, much to her relief, her maximum health-points have also been raised back up by an entire full point, setting her back to where she was on her first day here. Some of her stats haven’t though. Fresh isn’t quite sure how this is determined, she’ll definitely have to ask somebody. But just the extra health-point alone is reward enough. She smiles, looking at it. Her wobbly legs feel just a tiny, teensy bit sturdier than before. Though she does feel kind of exhausted still, despite that. Her body is frail in more ways than just in regards to her maximum health-points.


    But this window here… she looks at it, apparently she gets to choose an ability? But… there’s only one thing here?


    


    
      
        
          	
             *~+- PLEASE CHOOSE AN ABILITY -+~*


            [1] Choice Remaining

          
        


        
          	
            [Cooking: 1] {Extra Crispy}


            +1 heat resistance. You are able to extract more nutrition from burnt food.

          
        


        
          	
            ???

          
        


        
          	
            ???

          
        

      
    


    


    She wonders for a second. But then she thinks she understands. Maybe since cooking was the only skill she had raised so far, she only has access to that ‘pool’ of choices? That makes sense. But it’s a little defeating. She kind-of, sort-of likes cooking, but she never really did a lot of it. She'd have to make sure to try raising some other skills, especially something related to crafting. Still though -
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    She yelps to herself in surprise. Jubilee must already be clearing the next floor without her, realizes Fresh, simply taking the only skill available to her, before going down to collect the items. The shell comes off of the snail surprisingly easily, with a disgustingly wet ‘schlock’. As she works, she tries not to look at the deflated eyeballs, filled with glittering fragments. Sighing, feeling pretty tired now, actually, she places the shell inside the stacked, upside-down mushroom-caps, of which she has four now, in total. Well. Which ‘they’ have, she corrects herself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [MUSHROOM CAP (Orange)] x 2 !


            Found: [SNAIL SHELL (Blue)] !

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh feels a little stronger now after her first level-up, but this load is becoming very, very heavy for her to carry just like this. The four caps alone are bad enough, causing her to strain greatly to keep them all aloft. But then the shell too on-top of that? She can’t see anymore where she’s heading with the tower of stuff obscuring her vision. Sweat beads on her forehead and drips into her scrunched eyes as she takes slow, labored steps. Kicking out with her foot to ‘feel’ the way out before herself.


    Her foot misses the first step of the staircase and she stumbles, yelping loudly. The items fly out of her hands, falling down the stairs together with herself in a flurried jumble.
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            [{2} HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    Her face thuds into the dirt.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [FALL DAMAGE: {1}]


            [{1} HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    An angry voice suddenly lets out a series of loud, annoyed snarls. Fresh groans, pushing herself up slowly with wobbly arms and coughing out a mouthful of wet dirt as her vision looks up towards Jubilee, who has a mushroom-cap stuck on top of their head.


    "Ah! Sorry!" shouts Fresh, scrambling up to her shaking legs to help Jubilee. Doing her best not to laugh at the sight of the figure trying to pry the cap off of themselves. Though that’s easy enough, as she feels incredibly unwell and light in the head. Breathing seems difficult. It’s as if she had run a marathon. Her skin is clammy and covered in sweat and dirt, which also stains her sleeveless robe.


    "You idiot!" barks Jubilee back at her as the cap ‘plops’ off, leaving a rather stringy trail of an off-white goo stuck to the top of their hood. "Dumb-ass! Watch your step!"


    "Sorry," apologizes Fresh again, feeling rather bad, getting ready to be yelled at some more. Instead, the figure just sighs, holding their hands out at their sides with the palms facing downward, as they slowly exhale to calm themselves down. They take a deep breath and then slowly exhale. "…Are you okay?"


    "I… I think so," squeaks Fresh, surprised that they’re asking.


    The figure stares up at her for a moment, looking into her eyes. Feeling their gaze, Fresh looks away awkwardly, grabbing the side of her left arm with her hand. "Stay here and get the stuff back together. I’ll go get the rest," says Jubilee.


    "Okay…" mumbles Fresh, as she watches the stranger go to collect the last of the loot. They come back a minute later, only carrying one single extra cap.


    Feeling Fresh’s curious eyes on them, Jubilee sets the cap down on top of the stack and rubs the back of their head. "I went a little overboard."


    Fresh blinks, not exactly sure what they mean. She leans sideways to look behind them at the bodies of the freshly killed monsters laying there. A group of three snails, entirely eviscerated, with the glass spikes jutting through their destroyed shells.


    "Oh…" says Fresh weakly, feeling a little better about her own mistakes now. It looks like all of the loot from this floor had been destroyed during the fight.


    Jubilee bends down and grabs three of their five caps, holding them rather awkwardly, given their smaller size. Despite that however, they’re apparently very strong. "Come on, you take the rest. Let’s get out of here."


    "Okay!" agrees Fresh eagerly, watching the figure walk up the stairs to leave already. She’s tired and hungry. Her stomach growls. Her eyes look up towards the body of the single, cap-less mushroom monster on the other end of the room.


    "Chop! Chop! Let's go!" snaps Jubilee from up above. Fresh jumps up to her feet, grabbing the rest of the loot. She runs up after them as they go to leave the dungeon together.

  


  Chapter 15: Underground


  
    Fresh’s legs feel weak as their next task now stands before them. Her arms, strained, shake from the weight of the loot that she is carrying. The two of them stand together in front of the door to the adventurers’ guild.


    She gulps, remembering the somber atmosphere inside. Will people look at them weird if they walk in carrying a bunch of stuff? Fresh looks around at the people walking over the market-square. She realizes that she really needs a bag of her own. Looking down at Jubilee, she notices that the small figure doesn’t have one either. She wants to ask why, but stops short, as they open the door before picking back up their load and stepping inside.


    Quietly, Fresh hustles in after them, pushing the caps against the inside wall with her waist to grab the door and silently pull it closed behind herself. Again, the sound of the world is cut off, as if this space were distinct from the city. But there is no blue fog or any other separation, it simply seems that the gloomy aura itself suffices to bury the vibrant shade of the mid-afternoon sun outside. It could of course, also just be more mundane; the building likely just has good isolation.


    This time however, much to Fresh’s relief, the tavern is mostly empty, save for the barkeeper in back, polishing what looks to be the same glass as before. They stand there entirely alone, apart from the haunting voice, which causes the hairs on the back of her neck to rise.


    Quietly, with her arms full, she hustles after Jubilee, who is already halfway up the staircase. The two of them enter the sealed-off room. Fresh sort of understands now. Apparently every party gets a key and everyone uses the same door, but it always leads to a separate space that only they and their party members could access. It’s similar to how the dungeon works.


    Once the door closes behind them both, Jubilee loudly drops their, comparatively large, load unceremoniously down onto the ground and sighs, bending over forward with their hands on their knees. A little more carefully, Fresh sets her caps down next to the others and they look at their prize. Five caps were worth twenty-five Obols on their own. Add in the snail-shells, that are presumably worth about the same, then they’ve already cleared thirty Obols. Fifteen each. But that isn’t enough. Fresh’s eyes are wide open, as she glows with excitement. And with those wide eyes, she notices the world coming closer all of a sudden. Her legs give out from beneath herself and she falls down onto her bottom, her back against the wall by the door.


    "If you die in here, I’m just gonna lock the door and leave your body behind," says Jubilee.


    "I’m just a little… a little wobbly," explains Fresh, leaning her head back against the wall.


    "Yeah, having one single health-point will do that to you," says Jubilee dryly. "Damn, what must life be like with two health-points? You must be like a baby fawn."


    "I have three," says Fresh proudly. Not opening her closed eyes. "I leveled up, remember? So I have three health-points now."


    "Wow. Great," says Jubilee, rather dryly. Fresh doesn’t open her eyes, but she’s certain that the figure is rolling theirs. "So?"


    "So what?" asks Fresh. The room is quiet. Something presses against her skull with some pressure, she opens her eyes to see the single gloved finger, pressing in between her eyebrows.


    "So, what can you make?"


    Fresh thinks for a time, letting Jubilee know with an audible ‘Hmm’. The materials are worth fifteen for each of their shares as raw resources. But she had to do something with them. Anything. That’s her obligation. She has to carry her own weight somehow…


    Mushrooms. Mushrooms… What can you do with mushrooms?


    She never ate many mushrooms in her old life. Mostly just frozen fries and pizzas and the occasional bowl of cereal. She has a little, teensy knack for cooking now, apparently. Maybe she could cook them and… no. No… that doesn’t feel right.


    "Well?" asks the voice, clearly agitated.


    "Wait…" Fresh thinks for a moment. Mushrooms are associated with… hmm… witches? Maybe? Also with forests and potions and also-also some rather racy connotations, but those aren’t very helpful right now for her situation. Uh…


    Well, there are alchemists here. She remembers Jubilee talking about them. So, potions? Potions… yeah!


    Fresh speaks. "You said the vendors just grind them up to sell to the alchemists? Couldn’t we do that too?"


    Jubilee pulls their finger back and Fresh opens her eyes to see them placing their hands on their hips, as they bend down to press their masked face towards hers. "You goo-brain, you think it’s that easy? If it was, then everyone would just do that," they explain. "There’s some trade secret that the merchants keep to themselves, inside of their families."


    "Hmm…" Fresh thinks for a moment. She doesn’t want to let them down again, feeling an odd obligation to the still, more or less, stranger; despite their brashness and rude demeanor. "Then we need to find out what it is."


    "Not. A. Chance," says Jubilee, pausing between each word for emphasis. "I’m not gonna sneak around a merchant’s place. They take this stuff seriously."


    "We don’t have to do any spying. We can just ask around, surely somebody knows something. Maybe w-"


    "No, dumb-ass! If they catch wind, they’ll literally make you disappear!" says Jubilee, gesturing with their hands. "Poof!" Jubilee turns around and walks away. "They’ll probably grind up your whole body with the batches of mushroom-caps!" they warn. "You don’t mess with the street merchants, okay?"


    "Are they that bad?" asks Fresh curiously, thinking about the nice man from before. Then again, he had paid her under-market value for her cap. Though… it was also burnt and he had said he usually wouldn’t take just one. So she’s unsure of what exactly to feel.


    Jubilee tilts their head. "Do you not get what kind of money this stuff involves? You think they’d hesitate to make some two-bit adventurers, who asked too many questions, vanish?" asks Jubilee. "It’s for sure happened before," they say, before looking out of the opaque window. Fresh watches them standing there, with their back to her, their shoulders drooped. Can they even see anything through there? The window just looks like a colored wall, in a sense.


    The room is quiet.


    A shrill chime breaks the silence. Jubilee turns around to look.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [CRAFTING: 1]{Hands On!}
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh sits there, cross-legged, tearing small bits of a mushroom-cap off and crumbling it into coarse, mealy lumps, that she collects inside of the snail-shell. Feeling a yawn come on to her, she presses her dirty, sleeveless shoulder into her face to quiet it, before blinking the wet out of her eyes and continuing her work.


    She’s going to figure it out.

  


  Chapters 16: Inspiration


  
    For the first time since she was reborn, Fresh takes off her boots and sets them to the side, down by the door. Feeling a great sense of freedom and satisfaction coming over her tired mind, a yawn overpowers the smile on her face. Exhausted, she wiggles her toes and gets back to work, while humming a tune that she remembers from her old life to keep herself awake, as her head grows heavy and droops repeatedly.


    It's been about two hours now, since they had gotten back. But Fresh still sits there, now alone. Jubilee had left silently, more or less, just after she had begun working. The girl rubs her eyes. She’s really tired. Her stomach growls again and she sighs, feeling a little worn down in general. Her eyes go to the mushroom powder that she has been crumbling. Three caps have already been shredded apart, to the best of her ability. But it’s hard without a mill or anything of that kind. Maybe if she even just had a stone mortar and pestle, then this would be much easier. But with just her hands, it’s arduous, crude work.


    What is she even doing, shredding these? She doesn’t have a plan or any idea of what to do with the shredded material. It just seemed like the only thing that she could do. She didn’t want to just sit there and do nothing. But even if she tears all of these apart, what will she do with them then? Maybe she just made things worse? Maybe they could have just sold the raw caps. Now the merchants for sure won’t want them.


    She sighs, looking away from the mushroom-caps, opting not to eat any of them. She only has one health point left and doesn’t want to risk it. Besides… they aren’t hers to eat. She rips off another fistful with a shaking hand and begins shredding it. These are pretty much all Jubilee’s. All she did was carry them, hell, not even all of them. So, of the thirty some Obols worth of raw materials, how many are really hers? Morally? One? Maybe two. But not more than that, at least in her own eyes. She crumbles the last of the fourth cap apart into the snail-shell, which is now close to full.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [CRAFTING: 2]{Idle Hands}
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks up to the window, feeling a little pride despite everything, as she looks at it. This was her second crafting level now. So apparently taking raw materials apart gives her… experience, or whatever is used to calculate these sub-categories. So this means if she levels up again, that she’ll have two crafting ability choices to choose from now? She smiles and grabs the last mushroom-cap, her weak hands tearing into it as she thinks. She feels unwell.


    "I guess I’m dying…" mutters Fresh to herself idly, laughing at the absurdity of that. She looks down at the cap in her hands. "Wait for me on the other side, Mr. Mushroom," she says in a sad, defeated voice. "I’ll see you again soon." Her head flops forward and she sighs in exhaustion. It’s tempting to go to sleep and the bed is right there, just across the room…


    Fresh shakes her head, snapping out of it. "Let’s both do our best, Mr… Mush…" she quietly mumbles beneath her energy-less breath, as she continues tearing into the cap, her head sleepily nodding down forward as she reaches her limit.


    "Stop talking to the mushroom, dumb-ass," snaps a voice from just beside her. Fresh perks up, her low hanging head snapping upwards in surprise towards Jubilee, who she hadn’t even noticed entering back inside through her sleepy daze.


    "Ah! Welcome home!" says Fresh, not sure why. It feels like the right thing to say in her tired mind.


    Jubilee tenses up and Fresh thinks she’s about to get hit or poked again, maybe that was a too personal thing to say? But instead the figure just sighs and idly tosses her a small bundle that lands in her lap, walking past her towards the table. "Shut up. Here."


    Fresh looks at the small brown-paper wrapped thing in her hands. "What’s this?"


    "I’m not going to dignify that with an answer," says Jubilee.


    Fresh looks at the paper in her hands and undoes the wrapping, revealing a piece of still hot, brown bread. Her eyes grow wide. "Is this for me?" she asks in surprise.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Dark Wheat Seed Bread](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A small, still hot loaf of fresh bread, made out of ground seeds, nuts and a dark, whole-grain flour.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 250g
          

          	
            Value: 10 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    Jubilee looks back at her and shakes their head, before sitting down at the table to rest. "No, I bought it for the mushroom."


    Fresh laughs, feeling a bit more chipper now. "Thank you!" Jubilee just indistinctly mumbles in return. She looks at the bread, her first ‘real’ food since she had gotten here. Her first… wait. Her eyes open wide. "Didn’t this cost a lot of money?" she asks, remembering the price of ten Obols. That’s already a third of their haul.


    "If you don’t want it, then give it back," sighs Jubilee. Fresh pulls the bread back away and takes a loud, audible bite of it and her tired eyes light up. It’s deeply savory, the dark-brown bread still retaining a lot of oils and moisture from the seeds inside of it. All of it comes together with a thick, heavy rye flavor; the smell of which is carried up to her nose by the still warm air, rising up off of its crusted surface. Fresh’s fingers squeeze down on the sides of it in delight. It’s just bread. But it’s delicious. Far more so than Mr. Mushroom ever was.


    She rips in to take another bite, it’s the best. It feels like the best thing that she’s ever eaten. Fresh wipes her eyes, feeling them grow wet. Again. She owes Jubilee for yet another thing. "Thank you," Fresh stumbles out, doing her best not to cry as she takes another bite. Her fingers scratch against the black, oven-charred end of the bread.


    "It’s just bread, dummy," says Jubilee. "So? Did you figure anything out?"


    Fresh gulps, swallowing a large piece of it that she hadn’t finished chewing yet and looks nervously towards her party-member, who still hasn’t raised their gaze to look at her. Something hurts in her gut as she looks back to the bread in her hands. Her fingernails idly scrape against the charred top. The room is quiet.


    The girl looks at the black spot on the bread, scraping against it again with a fingernail, as she watches a bit of it flake off, the black crumbs falling into the mixture of mushroom powder.


    Fresh gasps, the idea coming to her immediately. She isn’t sure where it stems from exactly, her own imagination, or the faint sound of water that she hears come in from the outside world. Though she isn’t sure from where that particular sound could stem from. "I need to see an alchemist!"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee, looking over now, after raising their head an inch.


    Fresh jumps up to her feet, almost knocking the snail-shell bowl over as she jumps up. "Jubilee! I have an idea!" she exclaims with a wide smile.

  


  Chapter 17: Uncomfortable


  
    "Let’s go!" exclaims Fresh, her eyes beaming with excitement.


    "Uh…? Like hell? Sit your pasty ass back down," snaps Jubilee back at her. "You aren’t leaving this room until you have more than one health-point."


    "…Huh?" asks Fresh, somewhat let down.


    "Do you know the looks I’d get, if you stumble over a chicken on the road and just die right there? No thanks," says Jubilee in a deeply skeptical tone, shaking their head.


    Fresh puffs out one of her cheeks and makes an audible groaning sound. "I’m perfectly capable of walking through town on my own!" She turns towards the door to leave, taking another loud bite of her bread in protest, as if that was supposed to make a point. She doesn’t want to waste her time just sitting around here, she has a debt to pay back, a life to earn.


    The girl grabs the door and pulls. It doesn’t budge.


    "Ahem."


    Fresh turns her head and sees the key swirling around on Jubilee’s finger, as they lean back on the chair and spin it rather theatrically. "Sit down and heal fir-"


    "Ah! Kidnapper! Pervert! Let me out!" yells Fresh, pointing at Jubilee, her eyes growing wide at the realization that the stranger had locked her in a room with themselves.


    "Huh wh -?" The remaining chunk of bread slaps against the forehead of Jubilee’s mask and flops down to the dirtied floor at their feet.
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    The spinning key stops. The room is quiet. Jubilee now grips the key so tightly in their leather glove that Fresh can hear the straining creak of the material, from how tightly they clench their fist shut; even here, all the way across the room. Fresh stops and freezes, her arm is still outstretched from the throw, as she just now realizes the incredible rudeness of her act. She really did it now with her thoughtlessness, she notices, now that her thoughts have finally caught up with her actions again.


    "I’m sor -!"


    "You…" Jubilee bends down to pick up the piece of bread, their voice hissing as they look at it.


    "I’m sorry!" says Fresh, staying where she is, lowering her gaze.


    "YOU STUPID JERK!" yells Jubilee, slamming the piece of bread down onto the table, the legs of the other chair across from them rattling from the impact. Fresh winces as Jubilee jumps down from their chair. "What is your problem?!" The sound of their boots thuds out as they march straight towards her.


    "Ah, wait-" says Fresh, raising her hands. "I wasn’t thi-"


    "Yeah! You weren’t thinking, dumb-ass!" Jubilee grabs the cuff of her robe and pulls Fresh forward down to face them, their other hand held back aloft and Fresh winces, expecting to feel the slap to come.


    Nothing happens, Jubilee hisses between clenched teeth and lowers their gloved hand. "Can you even think?! Because I haven’t seen it happen once!"


    "I’m so-"


    They yank Fresh closer, their spring-tone eyes contorted with fury behind the slits of the mask. "Don’t you get it?! If you die, that’s it! The end!" they snap at her. "If you just wanted to die this whole time, then you should have said so before I got involved!" yells Jubilee. "Which I only did because I was trying to do the right thing, by the way. So fuck me, right?!" Fresh flinches as they tighten their grip around the fabric of her robe. "This is what I get for that! If I knew you were like this, I would have saved myself the money and just bought you a rope, so that you could hang yourself!" they bark at her. "Then all of us would be better off!"


    Fresh pulls together, feeling her throat become tight. "I’m so-"


    "SHUT. UP." Fresh’s eyes grow wet. "Grow the fuck up! Your actions affect other people too!" Jubilee lets her go, pushing her back upright as they turn around to walk back across the room, stomping loudly over the wooden floors as they fume away.


    "I’m sorry…" says Fresh, sniffling and doing her best not to cry. A loud metal clanging rings out and something hits against Fresh’s boot. The key.


    "I just wanted to go check something…" says Fresh, rubbing her eyes, feeling her legs shake. "Because- because I’m just trying to do it right!" Fresh clenches her fists and leans forward, stepping towards the small figure. "Because I’m trying to live right! I’m trying to pay you back for helping me!" She leans forward, crying now. "Because I’m trying to become happy!"


    The room is quiet apart from the noise of the girl’s attempt at suppressing her sobbing.


    "What the fuck?" Jubilee watches her from the distance. "Are you seriously crying?"


    "No!" yells Fresh, clearly doing so and turns around, rubbing her eyes with her arm to wipe away the wet.


    "Why did YOU even want to become an adventurer?!"


    "B- because I’m useless!" yells Fresh, gritting her teeth. "I always was and I still am! But I don’t want to be! I’m trying! I’M TRYING!" A strange, wet, squeaking sound escapes her throat, as she tries to gulp her emotions down and returns her gaze to Jubilee. "I’m trying…"


    The room is quiet, Fresh rubs her eyes again.


    "You need to speak to a licensed trainer," sighs Jubilee, who is leaning back on the chair with their arms crossed, their gaze pointed upwards and away towards the ceiling. "You need to be level five and then go to a trainer. They’ll teach you about whatever particular class they’ve learned."


    "Huh?"


    Jubilee is quiet for a moment, Fresh looks at them, somewhat confused.


    "Pragmatically speaking, with your health, you need to do something with magic or distanced-combat," says Jubilee. "Wizardry, priesthood. But… we still don’t know if you have any soul-points to begin with. Healing would be ideal, but we can’t let you near the church. Maybe something druidic?" they think. "Though I don’t know if there are even any around here… but they can heal an-"


    "What about a crafting class?" says Fresh, stepping towards the table, her voice still cracking halfway through her question.


    "Huh?" Jubilee looks towards the girl, whose bright eyes stare back at them with headstrong determination.


    "I want a crafting class! So that we can work together," explains Fresh.


    Jubilee tilts their head, quiet for a moment. "You won’t be much of an adventurer if you want to just craft. You’ll be next to useless inside of the dungeon. Which… well, you know, is what you are now."


    "I know I already am! But are there any?!"


    "There are. But, you can do some basic crafting without a specialized class."


    Fresh clenches her fists. "But if I have one, then I can learn to make better things! Then I can be useful!"


    Jubilee lifts a finger, pointing at her. "Once you choose a class, there’s no going back. It’s a right pain in the ass to undo, to the point that it’s basically impossible for schmucks like us," they explain. "Once you choose, you’ve chosen for good."


    "I understand!" Fresh grabs Jubilee’s gloved hand and pulls it towards herself. "Please take me to the dungeon again tomorrow, so that I can become level five!" she requests. "Then I’ll choose a crafting class."


    "Are you sure you don’t want to try finding some magic cl-"


    "I’m sure! Please!" begs Fresh, pulling the hand closer to herself.


    Jubilee’s eyes twitch beneath their mask, but their posture loosens and they let out a long, protracted sigh. The tension in their arms and shoulders seems to dissipate. "Fine. Whatever."


    "Thank you!" Fresh howls as she pulls the, in-protest flailing, figure into a hug.


    A muffled voice comes up from her chest. "Easy there. Let’s keep it professio… are you still crying?"


    "Nooo~" cries Fresh loudly, squeezing the figure tighter so that they can’t see her tears.

  


  Chapter 18: Trust no-one


  
    Fresh lays in bed with her eyes still shut, as the memories of the night before play through her mind. Jubilee had told her to go to sleep, so that her health-points would recover. They then yelled at her to take the bed, after she had sat down in the corner of the room to sleep on the floor. In the interest of keeping the peace, Fresh did as was ‘asked’ and fell down onto the hard mattress, falling asleep in an instant.


    The girl opens her eyes, stretching, as a lazy, meandering light shines in through the opaque windows. Lifting her head, she looks around the room. Jubilee isn’t here, having slept wherever it is that they were staying.


    Fresh sighs, she had offered to share the bed, they could just sleep facing opposite ways. But Jubilee had called her weird and sick in the head and told her to stop talking. Looking around the room, she notices that her new friend isn’t here anymore. Her bare feet slap against the floor and she stretches, wondering where it is that she can go to get ready for the day? Putting her boots back on and ruffling her hair with her fingers, she shakes her head, rolls her shoulders and steps outside of the room, leaving their loot there for now.


    The singing voice comes to her immediately, calling to her with its quiet lamentation. It’s a rather somber way to start an otherwise bright morning. Today is going to be a big day though! Jubilee had promised to get her all the way to level five last night, so she could choose a class. Plus she wants to see an alchemist’s shop today. She has to check if her theory could be true. There’s a lot to do, and daylight is burning already. Fresh quietly steps down the staircase and looks around. The tavern is rather full again, filled with an assortment of motley adventurers, all staring down into their mugs, spell-bound by the siren calls of both the song and their drinks. It seems that the busiest hours here are in the early morning and at night, for whatever reason.


    Quietly tip-toeing past them all, Fresh with tight, rigid steps, goes up to the barkeeper in a rather hurried pace.


    The scarred elven woman looks up towards her, the dusty-blond colored bangs in her face obscuring an eye, as she looks at the girl bobbing up and down in place before her with tense posture. Without a word, she points to her right, towards a door and Fresh thanks her with a nod and heads through it, down a stone staircase and into a surprisingly clean bathing and washing area, a sign above the door at the bottom of the stairs reads ’Adventurer’s only’ and Fresh, with a smug smile, walks through it to wash up and to get ready for the day.


    A bit later, the girl goes outside and enters into the bustling city, feeling a great feeling of relief as the somber atmosphere of the guild is washed away by the bright, vivid sunlight and radiating faces of beaming, happy people going every which way. Jubilee is sitting there ahead of her, alone on a bench near the vendors’ stalls. They’re leaning back on the bench, with their arms out to the sides, as if taking in the sunlight. Fresh finds this odd, because the small figure is as heavily obscured and covered up as ever. Even on a bright, hot day like this one.


    "Good morning!" she calls as she approaches, waving with an excited swing of her arm.


    Jubilee looks down and over towards her. "About time you woke up."


    "Sorry!" laughs Fresh. "I always sleep a long time," she says, rubbing the back of her head. Her fingers running through her still damp hair. Jubilee sighs.


    "Aren’t you warm wearing all that?" asks Fresh, looking at them curiously.


    "I’m not," says Jubilee, staring back up to the distant sky. The voices of the crowd ring around them loudly, filling the air like the buzzing of summer cicadas.


    "Oh. How come you wear all that stuff?"


    "It’s rude to ask people about their personal business," replies Jubilee dryly.


    Fresh meekly laughs and continues rubbing her head. "Sorry."


    "Shall we?"


    "Yes, please!" replies Fresh with excitement sparkling in her expression. Jubilee nods and hops off of the bench and the two of them start walking. Taking a moment as they pass, Fresh waves at the giant of a baker, who stands behind his usual stall. The large, seemingly kind man, waves back to her with a broad smile as bright as her own. What a nice city this is, the people here are really kind.


    Not much further, they go around a bend and stand outside of a small store. Depicted on the sign hanging above the door is a skull with a wide-brimmed wizard’s hat, a glass flask filled with a green liquid held tightly in its clenched teeth.


    "Me and the owner of this place go back a bit, I trust her. But not with my life. Be careful what you say," warns Jubilee. "I don’t know if the alchemists and the merchants are in bed together, or if they’re just doing business."


    Fresh quietly nods and opens the door.


    "Welcome to Wet-Thistle, home of the Wet-Sip! Th-"


    Fresh looks at the old woman behind the counter greeting them. Her face is aged and sun-worn, she has a long nose that Fresh would aptly describe as ‘witchy’, her white hair is pulled back behind her head in a soft bun, from which scraggly ends shoot out the sides of.


    "Oh, heavens! If it isn’t the pitter-patter of little feet I hear! Jubilee! You’ve finally made a friend again!" laughs the old woman.


    "Donata," says Jubilee rather dryly, walking past Fresh, ignoring her comment.


    "Come in! Come in! How are you, dear? Are you hurting? Have you come back for more ointment?" The old woman leans over the counter, stepping out very slowly as she walks with a crooked back and small, weak steps. "Scars do tend to ache!"


    "I’m fine, thank you," says Jubilee with some annoyance to their tone, waving the old woman off.


    Fresh walks around the shop, as the two of them begin to make small-talk, reminiscing about the weather and all sorts of other idle chatter. Bottles adorn every wall, glass flasks that twist and turn in all shape and manner, filled with all sorts of particulate floating around in their multi-colored liquids. A red one, which Fresh recognizes as the classic image of a ‘health-potion’, catches her eye and she leans towards it to look. No, this isn’t what she’s looking for. She keeps strolling, until something else catches her eye. A dark-orange potion, free of any particulate. This is it! The handwritten paper label reads 'Minor Cure'. Fresh narrows her eyes, she has the information that she came for.


    Jubilee’s voice comes to her attention. "- so she wanted to learn a crafting class. But, she’s weird, so don’t mind her if she says anything stupid." Fresh perks up, looking at Jubilee who is glancing her way, pointing over their shoulder towards her. The old woman’s gaze rises up curiously to look at her and Fresh flashes a smile, walking towards them. The old woman leans in and grabs Fresh’s arms. "Oh my. This won’t do at all!" she says, pinching the bottom of her upper arm. The old woman’s hand moves to her stomach and pinches that as well. "Oh my, oh my! You’re as pale and soft as a mushy ghost, dear. Do you have a fever?"


    "Ah! No, I just look like this," replies Fresh, laughing meekly.


    "Hmm… What can I do for you? Feeling under the weather? Stiff joints? Ah!" The old woman leans in knowingly. "Something for a romantic evening perhaps? I have just the thing!"


    "Ah! No! It’s nothing like that," says Fresh, waving her hands.


    "Hmm…?" The witchy woman inspects her closely, squinting her eyes as she looks towards her. "Too bad, you know, you could teach this one a thing or two about loosening up," laughs the old woman, tilting her head to Jubilee whose eyes are clearly twitching beneath the rough wooden mask.


    "Actually…" says Fresh, gathering her courage. She looks down to Jubilee who stares back up to her curiously. Fresh clenches her fist. She had promised she would be more careful, she promised she would think things through for the sake of this person she now considers a friend. "I was wondering if you could tell me about alchemy?"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee.


    The old woman stares at her curiously. Fresh expands. "I don’t have a class yet, but I was going to choose very soon. So I was hoping…" Fresh shuffles her feet nervously.


    The old woman laughs. "Not cut out for the adventuring life? I suppose spending time with this creature here will do that to you," laughs the old woman, walking back towards her counter slowly. She looks down to Jubilee who just glares idly back in return, their arms crossed in front of themselves. "Can you vouch for them?"


    "No. She’s a worthless ditz and I’m surprised she hasn’t broken anything yet," says Jubilee, not skipping a beat. Fresh laughs weakly, slouching down a little.


    The old woman eyes Fresh up and down. "Are you willing to get dirty?"


    "Yes!" says Fresh leaning in, clenching her fists. The old woman thinks and then nods, leaning down below her counter rather slowly, reaching for a piece of paper.


    "Very well. I can always use young bodies. You’re low-level, yes?"


    "Yes ma’am," answers Fresh, somewhat defeated.


    "That’s good," says the old woman, as she hands a drawing of an odd, bulky flower to Fresh, who takes it in both hands and looks at it. "Minor antidotes are flying off the shelves these days, but I can’t keep up with the demand. My suppliers aren’t bringing enough rootwood-flowers in anymore."


    Jubilee groans audibly. "Really?" they ask, their tone suggesting that they have heard this before.


    "You see, rootwood-flowers only grow in the early levels of the dungeon around here. But most people don’t bother anymore," explains the alchemist. "There’s more money to be made down deeper in the dungeon. But people still get sick and I still need them for my potions," she finishes. "Bring me as many as you can and I’ll pay you for each bud. Bring enough and maybe I’d be willing to show you a thing or two about alchemy."


    Fresh’s eyes light up. Is this a quest? Her first quest? "Yes! I can do that!" Her eyes shine up to the old witchy woman who smiles back at her, pleased.


    "Very good! Then come back when you have some. Oh and stay safe, yes?" She looks down to Jubilee. "It’s a dangerous world out there." Jubilee rolls their eyes.


    "Yes, thank you!" says Fresh, not noticing the tension in the air and holding the drawing tight against her chest. They turn to leave and she waves goodbye to the old witchy woman as they leave the shop.


    Once the door closes behind them, Jubilee lets out a deep sigh and bends forward.


    "What the hell was that?" asks Jubilee. "If all you wanted was a quest, we could have gotten a million better paying ones at the guild. That old crone is a slave-driver."


    Fresh leans over to whisper in her ear. "No! I wanted to look at the potions. I think I figured out how they process the mushroom c-"


    An elbow hits her in the chest. "Shut up, dumb-ass!" hisses Jubilee. "Not out here."


    Jubilee pulls Fresh away from the store, neither of them feeling the eyes watching them both from behind the glass.

  


  Chapter 19: Power leveling


  
    Fresh looks at the adventurers all around them, all carrying heavy loads in the large bags on their backs as they walk towards the dungeon to put in a new day’s work. "How come you don’t have a bag?" asks Fresh.


    "Don’t want one," replies Jubilee very dryly back to her.


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at her companion. "Oh… How come?"


    "Mind your own business," snaps Jubilee, as they move past a large crowd, which is standing outside of a butcher’s stall.


    "Sorry." Fresh scratches her cheek with her right hand, not sure what she did wrong. "Do bags cost a lot of money?"


    "Not really, about a hundred Obols will get you a really shitty one." Fresh winces at the, for her, incredibly high price. Jubilee stops, looking back at the girl, as they seem to be thinking about something. "If you’re going to be glued to my ass, maybe we should get you one."


    Fresh waves her hands. "I only have one Obol…"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Yeah, I saw. Come on, there’s a stall right there," they say. "If you can’t be useful, then you can at least carry things for me when we’re in the dungeon," explains Jubilee, pointing at her. "Which you’re not going to be down in that often, by the way."


    "Ah! No!" Fresh waves them off, not wanting to be even more indebted. She’s starting to lose count of how much she already owes Jubilee and she doesn’t want to add anything else to that growing debt.


    Jubilee looks back at her. "Look, we’re in this now," they say. "So shut up and take the bag, before I change my mind." Jubilee slaps a single, large coin onto the counter of the stall and points upwards at a drab, brownish rucksack in the back corner. The vendor nods and hands it down to them. Fresh just barely catches it, as Jubilee haphazardly chucks it over her way and keeps on walking down the street alone without her.


    Fresh looks at the bag in her hands. It’s a shapeless, tough looking sack made out of a light brown fabric. It isn’t exactly easy on the eyes. Basically being a sack with just a few straps. She looks at her gift and then up towards her benefactor, who has already vanished into the crowd. Fresh yelps, slinging the new rucksack over her shoulders and running after Jubilee.


    A window pops up and she hears a few laughs from around herself, from some more seasoned looking adventurers as they see it, to which she responds with an awkward smile and a laugh of her own, vanishing as fast as she can, before the laughs can haunt her any further.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Cheap Backpack](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A simple cloth rucksack, made out of roughly interwoven linen fibers. It is cheap, but durable.
          
        


        
          	
            15 Liters
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.8kg
          

          	
            Durability: 30/30
          

          	
            Value: 100 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Adventuring: 1]{Fresh Start}
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh runs through the buzzing crowds filling the street, panting, wheezing and sweating as she catches up to Jubilee not a minute later. "Th-thank y- you," says Fresh, gasping for air.


    "Don’t thank me," snaps Jubilee. "I expect you to pay me back, so start making yourself useful. We’re even further in the red than we were yesterday now."


    Fresh feels woozy, but clenches her fists. "I’ll do my best!" Jubilee sighs and shakes their head, sighing. The two of them step into the dungeon.


    Walking down the staircase, Fresh looks around at the first floor, which looks just as they left it last time. Jubilee points towards the hole in the wall, where the mushroom creature slept. "Congratulations on your newfound employment," they say sarcastically. "Rootwood-flowers grow beneath roots. Who would have fucking guessed?" Jubilee waves her off. "Have fun. Catch up when you’re done."


    "Huh?" Fresh blinks.


    Jubilee walks away, heading down deeper into the dungeon without another word. Fresh looks back at the hole in the wall, where the dirt is still pocked with scorches from her devious trap. Adventuring is dirty work, apparently. But that’s fine, that’s what she wants it to be.


    Fresh breathes in and out deeply and gets down onto her stomach, crawling into the small crevice. It’s bright enough that she can see, thanks to the torches just outside, but the hole is cramped. She reaches the end where Mr. Mushroom had slept and looks around herself. Sure enough, just above her head, are several of the blossoms, growing out of the bottom of the dark roots that permeate the walls. She smiles and turns over onto her back, the empty bag compressing beneath herself as she reaches up to grab the first one. It’s firmly stuck, the flower feels oddly hard. Like wood, actually.


    "Oooh…" says Fresh herself, realizing now why they had that name. She yanks again, twisting a little and the flower breaks off, coming loose. Some dirt from the compacted ground above herself falls down onto her face.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Gathered: [Rootwood Flower] !
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Gathering: 1]{Tunnel Rat}
          
        

      
    


    


    "Pthhhbt -" Fresh spits out the crumbling mess, blowing her lips and rubbing it out of her eyes as she reaches up for the next flower. She doesn’t think that she wants to focus on alchemy primarily, it doesn’t seem like the thing that really excites her in life. But it’s good to know a lot of things, right? Plus alchemy has a very strong foundation in the general topics of items, doesn’t it? It would be good to know a little about everything, plants and powders and so on. She grabs a second flower, only barely managing to avoid the cascade of dirt this time. Looking around, she grabs a third and last one, already feeling the dirt stick to her very sweaty, cold skin as she flops back around onto her stomach and wiggles backwards out of the tight tunnel. She is thankful that she doesn’t get stuck.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Gathered: [Rootwood Flower](Normal)! x2
          
        

      
    


    


    Pulling herself out and sitting upright, she looks at the things in her filthy hands with a new pride in her eyes. The three tiny bulbs, she collected these herself. These are hers. She’s finally managing to do something of value. Her eyes shine and she can’t help but make an excited squeaking sound, as her fingers clench the woody plants very tightly. Though, feeling spontaneously embarrassed a second later, she turns around to look if Jubilee had heard her. But Jubilee is already down deeper.


    Fresh takes her bag off and opens it up and tosses the bulbs inside, wondering if maybe there is any sort of… magical inventory. The bulbs unceremoniously plop down to the bottom of the sack, thudding as they hit the bottom.


    Apparently not. Oh well. Inventory… inventory… something about this word tickles her brain, but she can’t quite figure out what it is. So, she just smiles as she looks at her bounty and rises up to her feet, slinging the bag back over her shoulders, before heading down after Jubilee.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {10/15} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {12/15} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    Ah, Jubilee's already down there working. Fresh goes down the staircase, bracing herself against the wall this time as she hurries to catch up. She’s thankful that she has someone so strong in her party.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {14/15} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [15/15 Experience] ! (Party)

          
        


        
          	
            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 3 ! ]


            {No-class} {Cooking: 1}{Crafting 2}{Gathering 1}{Adventuring 1}

          
        

      
    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~*+- PROFILE -+*~
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 4/4 +1
          

          	
            "FRESH"
          

          	
            SOUL: $%§ / §**+'#
          
        


        
          	
            LEVEL: 3
          

          	
            [image: Img]
          

          	
            STATUS: ???

          
        


        
          	
            CLASS: NONE
          

          	
            OBOLS: 01

          
        


        
          	
            RACE: HUMAN
          

          	
            [INVENTORY]

          
        


        
          	
            STR: 02
          

          	
            WIS: 02
          

          	
            LUK: 04 +1
          
        


        
          	
            DEX: 03 +1
          

          	
            INT: 02
          

          	
            LOV: 02
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {1/22} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    "Wow…" Fresh stops, looking at the new window that has appeared. This is going really fast. She looks at her available abilities.


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~+- PLEASE CHOOSE AN ABILITY -+~*


            [1] Choice Remaining

          
        


        
          	
            [Crafting: 2] {Idle Hands}


            Crafting your first item of the day restores your SOUL to full.

          
        


        
          	
            [Adventuring: 1] {Fresh Start}


            Every day, a random stat is raised +1 for the duration of the day

          
        


        
          	
            [Crafting: 1] {Hands On}


            You are more precise when working without tools.

          
        

      
    


    


    These all looked a lot more interesting to her than her previous choice. Her finger hovers above 'fresh start' . It seems like the best choice, plus it has her name. A free stat, even if only temporary, could be worth its weight in gold for her. An extra max health point could save her life, or an extra point of luck could maybe brighten her day a little more… 'Idle hands' seems useless, as long as she doesn’t know if she even has any soul-points, which are apparently what magic costs to cast in this world. It seems to be the equivalent of the term 'mana', which she recalls from media in her old life.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {3/22} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh stops, looking at the experience window that has appeared and her hand moves towards the entry level crafting skill 'hands on'. Jubilee is doing so much for her and if she’s going to craft things, then she doesn’t also want to ask for tools or anything more from her party-member. She looks down at herself, at this new body of hers. This is all she has to work with. But this should be enough, she wants it to be enough. She’s going to make it be enough. Fresh selects the skill, promising that she’s going to make something to thank Jubilee for their efforts and rushes, carefully, down the staircase and then the next, until she arrives on the fourth floor.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 4]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks at the window and then swipes it away. Apparently new floors trigger her menu, but only every two floors? She’s pretty sure she didn’t get one last time. Though… she did fall down the stairs. Maybe she just missed it? The girl looks around and flinches. A group of mushroom creatures are pinned against the walls in a rather gruesome display, impaled on long, jagged spears of glass that hold them in place. Fresh steps down onto the floor that Jubilee isn’t on anymore. As she comes closer and looks at the crystal shards, seeing her own reflection, they shatter apart in an instant, just as they had last time in the second that she does so, as if this had triggered it. Fresh scratches her cheek curiously and shrugs. She sets to work, carefully ripping the caps off, before stacking them neatly inside of her new bag. She feels very proud of it, even if it was a gift.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [MUSHROOM CAP (Orange)](Normal) ! x5
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {3/22} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {5/22} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {7/22} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {9/22} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {11/22} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {13/22} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    She should hurry. Straining herself, she gets up and begins struggling forward. The load is a lot easier to carry on her back than in her hands and as a bonus she can see where she’s going this time. In-fact, the loot seems to be a bit lighter than last time? Maybe because she’s stronger, having leveled up again? But maybe the bag has some kind of reductive effect on the weight? Fresh smiles, another blessing by the universe. But her smile changes as she hears something. What’s that sound? It sounds like…


    Carefully, she steps down the staircase, stopping near the top of it and looks at the horror unfolding below. Dead, eviscerated snails are scattered all over the rocky room, which doesn’t shock her that much at this point. But something else in the center of the room still moves, still makes noise. Jubilee stands before it, looking up at the little, green hominid that is suspended in the air a meter above the ground, as it writhes in agony and terror. A large glass spear is on each side of it, pushing through both of its clearly broken elbows and holding the monster aloft. It kicks and makes a strange, screaming sound, as its own weight slowly makes its body slide down the length of the glass crystals, which grow thicker near the base. The slow movement splits its impaled arms further and further apart, the more that it struggles and kicks.


    Jubilee looks over to her and nods in approval, seeing that she hasn’t stepped down the staircase yet. "I saved one for you." Jubilee snaps their fingers, a pinch of dirt held in their thumb flies out. The glass spears lower themselves down, the goblin’s feet kick wildly as it writhes.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, paler in the face than usual and feeling a little sick at this sight.


    "It’s a goblin. They’re disgusting, horrible little monsters and I hate them." Jubilee tilts their head. A new spike shoots out of the dirt, cutting the goblin’s left foot in half lengthwise and it screams, as the two parts flop around beneath itself. Fresh winces, pulling back and covering her mouth.


    "Stop!" she yells through her clenched fingers.


    Jubilee tilts their head another way as if curious. They snap their fingers. A second crystal emerges from the first. Fresh watches in horror as the other foot of the goblin simply flops down, no longer attached to the body that screams so loudly now. It screams in a tone Fresh has never heard before, she hears it in her core, she feels it in her heart as it howls a sickly, wretched cry.


    "STOP!"


    "No," says Jubilee plainly and looks at her, shrugging indifferently.


    "You can’t just torture it! It’s cruel!" yells Fresh, looking at the black blood oozing out from the creature.


    "Didn’t you burn that mush-mush on the first floor alive?" asks Jubilee loudly and sharply to overtone the wailing goblin.


    "I…" Fresh stops, not able to counter that.


    "This is what adventuring is, dumb-ass! What do you think going down into the dungeon means?!" Jubilee points at Fresh. "It means killing things! It means you kill them or they kill you!"


    Fresh starts. "But you can’t -"


    "- I saw the scorch marks on the first floor!" accuses Jubilee. "I’ve seen em a thousand times, everyone burns the mush-mush alive at least once. It’s basically a rite of passage!" Fresh winces, she did do that, but… it was her only way to fight. It was a necce-


    "It was necessary, right? That’s what this is, dumb-ass! I need you to get it through your thick skull," says Jubilee. "Dungeon work is dirty, disgusting, filthy stuff and I want you to see it. We’re in this together?" they ask, nodding their head. "Then come here."


    Fresh hesitates.


    "Why is this different from the mush-mushes and the snails?!"


    "Because it’s… - " starts Fresh, but is unable to finish. Because it has two legs? Because it’s… human’ish?


    "You want me to work with you?" Jubilee points at her. "You want me to place my trust in you? You want me to go down into the dungeon, alone, to collect materials and risk my life, so that I can come up to help you fulfill some screwball plan, that will also risk my life?" they ask, stepping forward, reaching down into the dirt and grabbing a fist full of it. Grains of sand ooze from their gloved fingers as they squeeze down tightly. Fresh’s legs shake as she watches the goblin languishing, as it bites down on its own tongue and black blood oozes out of the corners of its mouth, splattering on the side of Jubilee’s hood. "Then you need to show me that you mean it. You’re trying? You’re willing to do what it takes?" they ask, sounding almost disgusted. "That's a buncha shit-talk." Jubilee clenches their fist, a long, slender prismatic shard appears in their hand and they hold it out to her. "Prove it."


    Fresh gulps and shakily steps forward, looking at the glass dagger as she approaches Jubilee. The goblin sinks further. Its arms are basically entirely removed at this point. Only holding on by the sinew on both ends of the elbows. With shaking hands, Fresh reaches out and grabs the piece of glass.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Rough Glass Dagger](Poor)
          
        


        
          	
            A jagged shard of broken glass.
          
        


        
          	
            1 DMG
          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: -25% DURABILITY
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.18kg
          

          	
            Durability: 5/5
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    It’s rough, jagged and elongated, save for the handle that is smooth. She’s crying, the goblin screams. She looks at it and it looks at her as it lashes out, gnashing in a rabid fury with its long, stained teeth. Its yellow eyes shine with firelight and blood as it struggles, as it screams a wordless scream that never seems to stop. Blood gurgles out of its mouth. Its body leaks.


    Their eyes meet and Fresh clenches her teeth together, feeling her gut pull herself down forward. Why is she crying? It’s just a goblin. It’s just a goblin… she tells herself. She wants to do everything in her power, right? Does she? Really? She wonders, staring at her shaking hands, the glass dagger flailing wildly around in front of her as she can't keep her hands steady. Really and truly, no matter what that means? It’s a mercy, right? She’s just giving it mercy she tells herself, as her eyes open and meet its eyes. As her scream rings out to meet its scream and as she pushes forward, stabbing the glass crystal into its heart. It's what she has to do, right? Whatever it takes. WHATEVER IT TAKES! She screams louder as the dagger scrapes along the bones in its chest.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ???    
          

          	
            Goblin
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            4/4
          

          	
            28/30
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Fresh) has stabbed (Goblin) for {2} DMG !


            Applied Status: [Bleeding 1]

          
        

      
    


    


    It screams louder, still not dying. She missed its heart. Fresh screams and pulls the glass back out, stabbing in again. The glass dagger scrapes against a bone in its ribcage and shatters on the sides, sending a strange, vibrating sensation up her arm as the glass cracks inside of the warm body.


    


    
      
        
          	
            ???    
          

          	
            Goblin
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            4/4
          

          	
            25/30
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Fresh) has stabbed (Goblin) for {3} DMG !

          
        

      
    


    


    The goblin shrieks, black blood hitting her face and blinding her eyes, running down her cheeks, as she stabs it again, pulling the glass out and pushing it back in over and over and over, until finally, she notices that there’s only one scream left.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {16/22} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Daggers: 1]{Heartstrings}
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 20: No turning back now


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Gathered: [Goblin Teeth {Small}](Normal) ! x4
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh cries as she pulls her hands back out of the goblin’s mouth and drops the teeth into her open bag, sitting down next to herself.


    "This is what I’ll be doing every day," explains Jubilee. Fresh looks up towards them, wiping her face on her own shoulder as she sniffles, because her hands are black with goblin blood. "This is what you’re asking me to do, every day, because you can’t fight," they say. "So if you want to craft or open some mercantile venture and I have to collect the materials, are you able to work hard enough for this to be justified?" Jubilee looks down at her. "Are you going to get it done, no matter what we have to do?"


    Fresh gulps as she looks back down at the mutilated goblin. Its black eyes stare vacantly back at her. Her fingers dig down into the dirt beneath herself, scraping it up beneath her wet nails as she clenches her fists.


    "If you don’t, then tell me now," says Jubilee. "Because this isn’t the last time you’ll be getting your hands dirty." They press a finger against her forehead. "We can work together. But you still need to be strong enough to survive on your own, you get it? No free rides."


    "Did you have to -" Fresh starts to say.


    Jubilee stops her, leaning in forward with their hands held at their hips. "- If I wasn’t here forcing your hand, would you have been able to kill that goblin?"


    Fresh’s eyes slowly begin to open wider as the question goes through her mind. Would she have been able to? She looks down at her shaking hands, lifting them up from the dirt. A sticky strand of blood connects her to the corpse. Assuming that she was even strong enough physically to kill it… could she have done it? Her shaking fingers and sore throat give her an immediate answer. The girl lets out her breath, releasing the air which she had held in her lungs for far too long.


    "Why do you want to help me so badly?" asks Fresh, looking back up towards Jubilee. "I’m not really strong or smart or super useful…"


    Jubilee flicks her forehead, pulling their hand away and Fresh winces, expecting her health to drop. But apparently that isn’t enough. "Because, goo-brain." Jubilee looks away to the side and mumbles quietly. "- I’m trying to do it right this time too."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, looking up to the figure with an averted gaze.


    A small hand reaches down towards her. Fresh looks at it. It's covered in blood as well. She realizes that the black smears cover Jubilee just the same as they cover her own body. Fresh gulps, pushing her fears aside and grabs the wet hand being held out to her, wrapping her fingers tightly around it as she stands up. The blood on their palms intermingles, coming together again as it was before.


    "If you’re in. You’re all in," explains Jubilee. "This is the shitty world we live in. This is what it is. This is the high point. Are you still up for it?"


    Fresh swallows one last time, clearing her sore throat. "I am."


    


    [image: Img]


    


    Jubilee nods, satisfied. Their hands release. Fresh looks at the strange, distorted window. Jubilee doesn’t seem to notice it. They are digging into their pockets, fishing out the iron-key that the barkeeper had given them back in the adventurers’ guild. They hold it out towards her. "Here."


    "Huh? Why ar-"


    "Shut up and take it!" snaps Jubilee at her and Fresh flinches, quickly taking the key from the wet hand. Jubilee sighs and turns towards the next staircase down. "Don’t throw it at me this time."


    


    
      
        
          	
            [YOU ARE NOW THE PARTY LEADER]


            +( FRESH )+


            ( JUBILEE )

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [PARTY: 1]{Taking the lead}
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks at the new windows curiously. Did… did Jubilee not see this weird looking one? Should she mention it? And did Jubilee just make her the party-leader? Why? She looks down at the key clutched in her bloody hands as the windows all dissipate. Her fingers wrap around the rough metal and she closes her eyes after staring one last time at the mangled goblin down next to herself.


    "It is what it is, huh?" asks Fresh, standing alone, exhaling out again, before finally steeling her resolve. Maybe she is being naive, but if Jubilee made her the party-leader, that means that they’re trusting her, right? Fresh doesn’t know what she did, if anything to deserve that trust. Even if she thinks Jubilee is scary and cruel. They’re still helping her, still trusting her, even after all of her stupidity. Nobody has ever trusted her, not to this degree at least. Why? She’s still basically a stranger to the masked figure, just as much as they are to her. She bends down to grab the heavy bag from the bloodied floors and with great difficulty, hoists it back over her aching shoulders. Her boots, planted flat on the ground, barely manage to push her body back upright, as the great weight pushes down against herself.


    "Whatever it takes," she strains out through gritted teeth and takes a step forward, heading towards the staircase. She’s going to do whatever it takes. Her eyes narrow. She can feel the straps of her bag digging into her shoulders, rubbing the uncovered skin there open raw. Is Jubilee cruel? Yes. Is she herself perhaps too naive and bright-eyed for this world? Perhaps. Maybe it’s both. She isn’t sure in the end though and shakes her head. But that doesn’t matter.


    What matters is this.


    Her boot plants itself another step forward, the heavy bag threatening to topple her over as she takes another step and then another. Her boots crush the wet rocks and glass shards beneath herself. She’s going to do it right this time, whatever it takes.


    Her hand presses itself against the wall and she begins to head down the next staircase. She only has two levels left and then she can get a class. She still needs to learn more about this world. What kind of crafting classes are there even? She doesn’t think she wants to get into alchemy, not really too deeply at least. But maybe there’s something… something more direct. Something more useful. Maybe there are some magical-crafting classes? But -


    She strains herself and takes another heavy step carefully down the next step.


    - But does she even have magic? How can she find out? Jubilee is some kind of caster, so they must know. Right?


    Fresh grits her teeth and takes another step, halfway down the stairs now. The tight straps of the heavy bag digs into her uncovered shoulders and she can feel the area beneath the fabric slowly becoming damp. The girl, exhausted, lets out a stale breath. Sweat drips down her forehead. She slaps her cheeks to pull herself together, spreading old, drying blood onto her face, as she takes another step further, another step forward.


    As she does whatever it takes.

  


  Chapter 21: Dirty work


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 5]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh leans back against the wall. It’s been about ten minutes since her heart-to-heart with Jubilee. Her bag is entirely full, stacked to the brim with mushroom-caps and snail-shells and more goblin-teeth than she is comfortable thinking about. The goblins were becoming more common now, after the fifth floor, the large mushroom-creatures from the top floors are starting to slowly wane in their numbers.


    Fresh pants, gasping for air, a stream of sweat drips down her face and stings her eyes, as she leans against a wall, entirely winded. Her legs shake beneath herself.


    The girl drops down to the floor, sliding down the wall, as she finally reaches her limit. She had hoped this new level-up would give her some more strength in her body, but it doesn’t seem to have been the case. She sighs, realizing that her maximum health is also only going up by a single point each time she levels up. Is that normal? She doesn’t think so. Jubilee has a lot more health than she does and Jubilee is a magical caster of some kind. Fresh groans. Wiping the sweat out of her brow, she accidentally hits the bottom of a low hanging torch and it flies off of the wall, falling down to the ground and rolling away, as she flinches in shock, yelping as the fire almost licks her arm.


    Nervously, Fresh looks around herself, hoping that Jubilee didn’t see her latest blunder. Why is she like this? She was never this clumsy or brainless in her old life. Is it because of her stats? That makes sense to her and she takes a deep breath in defeat, before bending back down to pick up the bag and to very slowly and arduously, continue on her way, her legs shaking from the exertion. But she’s not going to quit.


    Fresh smiles as she rises back up to her shaking feet and aching legs. Her steps forward are a little quicker than before, but not much less strained than they were when they had been here the last time. Still, she smiles as sweat and grime drip down her lips and she goes down the next staircase.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 6]
          
        

      
    


    


    A series of screams is cut short in an instant.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {19/22} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [22/22Experience] ! (Party)

          
        


        
          	
            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 4 ! ]


            {No-class} {Cooking: 1}{Crafting 2}{Gathering 1}{Adventuring 1}

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~*+- PROFILE -+*~
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 5/5 +1
          

          	
            "FRESH"
          

          	
            SOUL: $%§ / §**+'#
          
        


        
          	
            LEVEL: 4
          

          	
            [image: Img]
          

          	
            STATUS: ???

          
        


        
          	
            CLASS: NONE
          

          	
            OBOLS: 01

          
        


        
          	
            RACE: HUMAN
          

          	
            [INVENTORY]

          
        


        
          	
            STR: 02
          

          	
            WIS: 03 +1
          

          	
            LUK: 04
          
        


        
          	
            DEX: 03
          

          	
            INT: 03 +1
          

          	
            LOV: 02
          
        

      
    


    


    "Huh?" Standing on the stairs, Fresh looks at the abilities window. There’s that weird ability again from a little while ago. It’s the only one listed.


    [image: Img]


    But… well, something is clearly wrong with it. Fresh looks at the janky looking menu. It seems distorted and wrong, as if it were breaking apart at the seams. Idly, not thinking, she just taps it, trying to ‘fix it’ like she would have done by tapping a defective computer screen or television in her old life.


    "AH!"


    The odd, magical window pops away, her ability having been chosen. Fresh stands there, wondering what she just did. Did she choose that weird looking thing? Quickly, she looks down towards Jubilee, to see if they saw her mess up yet again. It doesn’t look like it. Exhaling in relief, she goes down the last few steps on wobbling legs.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {3/35} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {6/35} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {9/35} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh pants, holding her hand against the wall, looking at her party-member. "Jubilee, I’m tiiiiired~."


    The small figure, standing amidst a grisly display of five headless goblins, laying in a circle around themselves, speaks. "What level are you?"


    "Fooour~," sighs Fresh.


    "Then tough it out, goo-brain," replies Jubilee, rolling their eyes. "I don’t want to have to come back here twice, just because you needed to take a potty-break," they say, leaning forward with a rather annoyed posture. "Besides, there’s a boss-room just ahead. So we’re almost done."


    "Okaaay, but I can’t carry anything else," explains Fresh, tilting her head forward, her legs buckling under the weight of the bag as she flops down onto her bottom again, down onto the lowest stoop of the stone staircase.


    "Huh? What kind of attitude is that?" asks Jubilee. "I’m the one doing all the work here." Jubilee snaps their thumb, sending out a new pinch of dirt that they had held. Five tiny glass-poles shoot out of the bloodied ground and five severed goblin heads fly towards Fresh. Their black, beady eyes almost seem to be fixated on her, as they land at her feet.


    "IAAAH-!" screams Fresh as she scrambles backwards, crawling up the stairs, as the heads land down before her in a grim display. Though she doesn’t get far and she ends up pressing herself into the backpack.


    "See? You have plenty of energy, cry-baby! Get the teeth, they’re worth an Obol each," barks Jubilee, walking down towards the next staircase.


    "Okay…" relents Fresh, trying not to cry as she looks at the pleading faces staring back up her way. Once Jubilee is out of earshot, she does take a moment to sniffle and wipe her eyes however; before setting to the grisly work before herself, apologizing profusely to the dead goblins the entire time, as she cracks their teeth noisily free from their skulls with just her hands and a small rock laying nearby. Despite her shakiness, her hands seem to become pretty stable in the exact moment that she sets to her task. These goblins are different from the ones above. These are larger, the tone of their skin a little more blueish, than green. Is that why they were worth three experience-points each?


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [GOBLIN CANINE TEETH (small)] ! x20
          
        

      
    


    


    It’s rather macabre, but as she works, Fresh marvels that the goblins didn’t seem to have a single cavity between any of them.


    "The dungeon must have a great dental plan," she jokes to herself, trying to lighten the mood. Fresh packs the teeth into her bag, eternally thankful that they aren’t much larger than a human tooth and didn’t weigh much at all. Looking at them, she thinks for a moment.


    Goblin-teeth are far more efficient to collect than the mushroom-caps. Mushroom-caps are cumbersome and large and only worth five each. But even if one goblin is ‘only’ worth four, if you get all the teeth, you could just put them in your pocket because they weigh next to nothing.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {12/35} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {15/35} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {18/35} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh does her best to stay chipper as she rises up again, just one more level-up and she can choose a class. Pushing herself up onto the tips of her toes, she raises her arms up and stretches her lower back. She stretches her body out, rising up to the tips of her toes, in order to test her new flexibility. "Iah!" Something pops in her back and she buckles forward, her hand shooting out to grab the aching spot on her spine, beneath the heavy bag. Like an old witch, she stands there, hunched over.


    "Ow…" groans Fresh quietly to herself, rubbing her sore spot, not sure what she’s crying about specifically anymore, since there are so many things on the list now. She’s a mess. The girl bends back upright and tugs on the straps of the heavy bag, wrapped around her bare shoulders. The skin there is already red and rubbed open in places, bleeding just a tiny bit here and there. It stings as it touches the tender spots. Fresh grits her teeth, presses her eyes tightly shut and grunts one last time, loudly, exerting herself with all the energy she has left, as she lifts the bag up higher and walks through the room and down the next staircase.


    Fresh pushes further, it hurts. Her legs hurt. She takes a step down. Her shoulders hurt. She takes a step down. Her back hurts. She takes a step down. She’s tired. She takes a step down. She’s hungry. Gritting her teeth tighter, she takes a step down and reaches the bottom. The reward for her efforts; three new goblin heads lay there, neatly arranged as if by hand, waiting for her, looking up towards her as if to welcome her to this new place. The girl feels her lips quiver again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 7]{Lucky number}
          
        

      
    


    


    "Hey! Are you coming or not?" calls a voice from the distance, down the next staircase.


    "I’m coming, I just need to take these teeth out first!" She sighs. Getting ready to set the bag down again.


    "I already did," says Jubilee. "Get over here! I’m waiting on you."


    "Huh…?" Fresh looks down at the goblin heads. They’re all missing their canine teeth. She has been saved once again. Her debt is slowly becoming unmanageable, she realizes, laughing to herself as she struggles further across the room. The dungeon rooms are slowly shifting in their designs, the deeper they go. The compacted dirt and roots above, which made up the rooms, becomes less and less present the deeper down the two of them go. Rather, the brickwork, laid some ancient eons ago, becomes more dense and coherent the further they push. The dungeon is becoming less of a cave and more of an actual dungeon, the floors are slowly becoming larger as well, each time. Fresh only notices that last detail because of her sorely aching feet, as she finally makes it to the other staircase.


    Jubilee stands at the bottom, near the edge of the staircase, leading to a small landing and a large, wooden door that is covered in ornately ghastly decorations.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [New Floor: 8]{Bossman}
          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 22: Boss Fight


  
    "It’s a boss-room," explains Jubilee, seeing her confused expression. "There’s one after every sub-section of the dungeon."


    "Sub-section?" asks Fresh, wanting, but not daring to sit down again, for fear of not being able to get up this time.


    "Yeah, these floors were ‘baby’s first dungeon adventure’," explains Jubilee. "Once we kill the boss, you’ll have a short-cut in your dungeon that lets you skip those floors and come right down here next time, if you’re so inclined." They lean forward in towards her, tilting their head. "Which you shouldn’t be, bec-"


    "- Because I’ll die," interrupts Fresh, not feeling that bad about the prospect right now. Her head hangs forward as the sigh leaves her mouth. At least then she wouldn’t have this heavy bag anymore.


    Then again, she has the heavy bag because of what is inside of it. Because of what it represents. The items are worth money. The money is what will get her, get them… get them what exactly? She doesn’t know. But she knows that this work, this effort is the way forward, despite her inability to describe her exact reasoning. Fresh perks up and grabs the straps, pulling the bag higher as she does her best to stand up straight with the heavy load on her back. She needs this. They need this. If she can’t fight, if she can’t heal or do anything like that. She can do this. The determination returns to her eyes, together with a surprising amount of energy from an inexplicable source.


    "Let’s both do our best!" shouts Fresh, clenching her fists.


    Jubilee stares at her, somewhat lost for words. "…What?"


    Fresh laughs meekly, pulling back a little and feeling rather awkward as she scratches her blushing cheek. She’s not quite able to explain the reason for her motivated outburst in coherent words. Jubilee just as awkwardly rubs the back of their hooded head and turns around to push the doors open, stopping short as they budge open an inch. The masked figure turns back to look at her and her shaking legs, before facing back forward and pushing the double-doors wide open without saying anything else.


    They swing ajar with a heavy creak and a bright light shines out from beyond them, blinding Fresh for a moment. She raises her hands to shield her eyes as she steps forward, heading in after Jubilee. The light, which seemingly has no source at all, dies down; as if its only purpose was to allow a dramatic entrance into the boss-room.


    Reopening her eyes, Fresh looks, somewhat surprised, at the convergence happening here. The roots from above, which had seemed to grow out in every direction are down here too and more plentiful than ever. But not just on and in the walls. No, great, thick roots go over the span of the entire dungeon floor. They knot and curl in all manner of directions, until they disappear into the walls, filling the entire space with gnarled hardwood.


    In the center of the room, hanging from the ceiling above, is a large, upside-down tree without a single leaf on it to be seen. Like an oak in a barren winter. But there are rootwood flowers aplenty, all of them hanging up on high, far out of her reach.


    "Stay here. Don’t touch anything," warns Jubilee. "You have… what, four health now?"


    "I have five!" corrects Fresh proudly, looking somewhat indignant. Jubilee rolls their eyes, once again not bothering, or simply not knowing how to respond to that, as they walk further into the boss-room. The roots shift, pulling themselves around with odd fluidity, as if they were great tendrils of some sleeping creature. The hard, woody plant matter crackles and groans as the old, hardened bark flakes and splinters apart, as it all begins to move. The massive roots down below part way, opening to unblock a new path forward, revealing a pair of two, particularly large, mush-mushes with bright-blue caps.


    *NYAAAA-*


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {21/35} Experience ! ] (Party)


            [ You got {24/35} Experience ! ] (Party)

          
        

      
    


    


    - Is all that they manage to gurgle, before Jubilee snaps their fingers and a glass spire shoots out from the ground, skewering both monsters at once on the same pole. Fresh rubs her arm, laughing nervously at the carnage. She really is being metaphorically carried here, Jubilee is clearly too high-level for this floor. Actually, what level is Jubilee even? What floor did their dungeon go down to? Fresh makes a note to ask them that, when she gets a chance. Maybe she could figure out if they’re a boy or a girl too, somehow? Just asking at this point seems like it would be rude?


    The roots shift, making way as the two guardians are instantly killed, revealing another small group of monsters behind them, consisting of a swarm of blue goblins. Fresh, not wanting to watch this new massacre, turns her head away and looks down towards the side, staring at the pretty flowers.


    "Oh!" She bends down, doing her best not to fall over with the heavy bag as she looks at some of the flowers growing out of the dirt here. "You’re so beautiful!" she says to the flowers who, rudely enough, don’t respond to her compliment.


    A harrowing scream is heard from the side. It sounds particularly wet.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {27/35} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh does her best to just stare at the flowers. They’re pink with long, swooping petals. The screams continue. Fresh hums, staring at the little golden protrusions coming out of the head of their buds, between the petals. Tilting her head, she looks at them. They remind her of something.


    - Something screams in the distance and is quickly silenced.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {30/35} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    She scratches her head, wondering what it is exactly that they remind her of.


    - Something gurgles and splatters loudly.


    "Ah!" She hits her fist into her open palm. "You have the same color as Jubilee’s eyes!" says Fresh, realizing what the similarity is now. Would it be weird if she gave Jubilee a flower? Not as a romantic gesture, but just to be nice, you know? Just to give something back. A token of appreciation. Is that weird? Fresh groans, unsure.


    - Something screams.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [ You got {33/35} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    Do… do people give flowers to their friends? Is that a thing here? Was it even a thing in her old world? "Hmm…" She tilts her head. Maybe this is stupid. Fresh sighs. What if she makes more of a fool of herself? She’s the party-leader now, so she has to be responsible. The girl’s head droops. The roots shift around more.


    But… so what if she looks stupid? She has a friend, sort of, and she wants to do something for them. Fresh’s eyes narrow in determination as she looks back towards the flower. She’s going to do her best with everything, not just with working, but with people too. "Mm!" Nodding to herself, satisfied with her mental pep-talk, she grabs one of the pink flowers and pulls it free.


    "I’m going to borrow you, okay Miss Petals?" she asks with a bright smile. Miss Petals does not respond. She hopes Jubilee will like it, maybe they’ll loosen up a little more if she gives them a gift? Fresh beams with delight. She never had friends before, not really. Jubilee is a bit… rough, but maybe there’s something there? Fresh wonders. But maybe she just has Stockholm syndrome. She laughs quietly to herself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Gathered: [Pink Petunia](Normal) !
          
        

      
    


    


    The room rumbles, the roots shift and Fresh looks to see what new wave of creatures has appeared before Jubilee. "Some kind of wave fight, huh?" mumbles the girl to herself. Maybe there are a bunch of trash-monsters like this and then the boss comes at the end. That made sen-


    "IH!" something tickles her bare ankle and she jumps up to her feet, brushing her hand over her foot to get rid of whatever spider, bug or other creepy-crawly had begun making its way up her slender leg. Her fingers brush the rough thing down below and she looks at it, somewhat perplexed.


    "Huh…?" There’s something wrapped around her ankle. A… a root? She flails, trying to kick it off, swinging her arms around herself as she does a strange dance in her struggle to escape, but the root holds her firmly and as she pulls some of it free from the dirt, it snaps upward like an unearthed cable, throwing a streak of dirt across the chamber. She follows its length with her eyes. It winds all the way down the path, all the way past the corpses, all the way past Jubilee, who is waiting for the next ‘door’ to open.


    Fresh, gulps. Did she… did she do something dumb again?


    The answer is obvious and immediate. She yelps in fright, falling down face first, as another root grabs her other ankle and they both tug at once. "IAH-!" cries Fresh, clawing forward. But it’s too late, the roots pull on her and she flies backwards. They drag her back along the ground, towards the far end of the room.


    "JUBILEEEEEE~!" howls Fresh, as her hands dig through the dirt, as she tries to hold herself in place, but the roots are far too strong. "I’M SOOOORRY!" cries Fresh again as she is dragged past the two dead, giant mushrooms and a second later past the dead goblins, sliding through a pool of their black blood.


    "YOU DU-" Jubilee is sent flying as the roots, sliding between their feet, pull Fresh through them, the heavy bag hits them straight on and sends them tumbling, as the next path opens up. Fresh leaves the ground, yelling and flailing as the plant-matter, holding her ankles, lifts her into the air upside down and begins to swing her around.


    "I TOLD YOU NOT TO TOUCH ANYTHING!" barks Jubilee, springing back up to their feet and adjusting their mask.


    "I’m soooorry!" howls Fresh, crying, as she is tossed around the air by the tendrils holding her aloft like a plaything, thankful that she has enough wiggle-room to hold her knees together to stop her robe from falling down. Blood rushes to her head as she begins to feel dizzy. The heavy bag pulls down on her shoulders, her back cracking again painfully from the odd stretching and whipping of her body as she is swung around left and right. It’s as if the roots were simply trying to shake her out; to get her to drop something.


    The dungeon rumbles, all of the large roots begin to pull themselves away, pulling out of the dirt and returning towards the center of the room, where they all converge, wrapping themselves tightly around the giant, upside-down tree, clearing the floor entirely. The ground shakes, all the holes from the unearthed roots fills with loose soil as everything collapses back together from the quake. Fresh continues flailing and shouting as the tendril roots bring her towards the tree as well.


    She lurches, falling a foot down towards the ground and screams again. Looking up, she sees that one of the roots has been severed, a long piece of glass is stuck in the ceiling above herself, but the other one still has her tight in its grip. The rumbling stops and something opens up directly beneath the tree. A hole. A pit.


    Fresh raises her head and looks at the maw that she is being carried towards. Dirt rains down into the massive crater from the sides. Inside of it, there is a great squirming as something moves, as a thousand somethings move. A thousand whipping, lashing bright-green tendrils, slapping around. The inside of the maw is filled with a strange, sticky sap that spans from one end to the other like strings of spit. Fresh screams horrified at the sight of the things reaching up for her, as she is lowered towards the opening, overpowering the voice that has been shouting at her from below this entire time.


    "-AG! -BAG!"


    The things reach up out of the hole, dozens of them building a circle around her.


    "- BAG! TURN AROUND! TURN AROUND YOU DUMB FUCK!" yells a distant voice to her and Fresh spins around once, her back facing towards Jubilee as something warm and sticky touches her skin and she closes her eyes, not wanting to see what happens next. She is pelted from all sides, her body thudding forward as if something were slapping her on the back over and over. Something screams, the deep vibration rumbling through herself, as the echo is carried through the body of the monstrous plant. Warily, Fresh opens her eyes and sees the flurry of glass shards flying past herself, ripping the entire mass of tendrils apart, as if they were caught in some prismatic hailstorm. Something wet trickles down from her ankle towards the inside of her leg.


    The world shifts, her body janks as the thing lets her go and she falls straight towards the hole, still flailing and screaming as she tumbles through the air.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [FALL DAMAGE: {1}]


            [{2} HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    Her body smashes against something hard and she tumbles down the smooth side of a long glass beam that juts out of the ground, tumbling and rolling down towards the edge of the pit, rather than into it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [FALL DAMAGE: {1}]


            [{1} HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh flops down to the ground, face first, the bag rattling as it presses her down into the dirt. Her world spins. She lifts her head to look back behind herself, just as the giant creature rises out of the pit, rising past the glass bridge that had caught her mid-fall. A giant, monstrous, pink flower sits beneath the upside-down tree, the green tendrils whip around on all sides of itself and then lash out towards them both in an instant.


    Jubilee presses their hands into the dirt. Another hail of glass slivers is sent out in a flurry, pelting the creature, tearing through its long, green stem of a body, ripping holes into the giant, pink petals, which are each the size of an adult man. The long, green tendrils are shredded apart into thousands of bits of some slimy, white-green mixture which falls back down into the hole, converging into an indiscriminate goop, filled with bits of glass.


    The glass doesn’t stop flying though. Fresh’s eyes go wide as she watches. More, more. Thousands of slivers and crystals and shards just keep flying out, just above her head. It never ends. It’s enough to fill the entire space above her with a prismatic sheen, as if she were laying beneath a rainbow.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Adventuring: 2]{Flower Power}
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [35/35 Experience] ! (Party)
          
        


        
          	
            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 5 ! ]


            {No-class} {Cooking: 1}{Crafting 2}{Gathering 1}{Adventuring 2}


            


            -~+* [You may now choose a class!] *+~-
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            SOUL: $%§ / §**+'#
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            WIS: 03
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            [ You got {14/52} Experience ! ] (Party)
          
        

      
    


    


    The great body of the creature, what little remains of it, falls back down into the hole a second later, collapsing entirely into itself, as there simply isn’t enough of its body left to hold itself upright. There is more of it missing than there is of it remaining. A final, long groan escapes the sub-boss, as the ground rumbles one last time and all of the flailing tendrils fall down, dead.


    The room is quiet. Fresh looks up towards Jubilee, who looks down back at her, their eyes appearing rather angry, as they stand there with crossed arms and tight posture. Fresh smiles brightly up towards them, scratching her own cheek with the free hand as she holds out her prize. "I got you a flower!"


    Jubilee’s eye twitches as they look at the flower, the stem of which is broken in half. But the blossom remains, more or less, intact.


    "You have one health-point," they say, their voice more than agitated, their finger tapping against their upper arm as they glare down towards her, furiously.


    Fresh nods. "But… do you like the flower? It’s not weird, is it?" Fresh looks somewhat concerned at the token of appreciation in her hand, wondering if this was maybe a mistake? Actually, it probably was, now that she thinks about it. She did it again, didn’t she? She lowers her gaze, dejected. She messed up. "Sorry…" Fresh gets mentally ready. Jubilee is going to yell at her now.


    Jubilee sighs, placing their hand to their mask as if rubbing their forehead. Fresh winces and clenches her eyes tightly closed. Expecting new harsh words to come, if not a strike against her face.


    Something tugs at her hand and she looks as they take the flower. Jubilee stares down at it and looks back to her, before walking away to let her get up on her own.


    "Thanks."


    Fresh’s eyes light up and she pushes herself up off of the ground and she turns to look at her newest abilities. She has leveled up to level five.


    


    Note for occultists - Petunias 

Both the Maya and the Inca cultures thought that Petunias had a warding effect against monsters and spirits from the underworld and were used for protection. In the language of flowers, Petunias symbolise being comfortable with someone (or anger and resentment, depending on the context.)

  


  Chapter 23: Leaving the dungeon


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            *~+- PLEASE CHOOSE AN ABILITY -+~*


            [1] Choice Remaining

          
        


        
          	
            [Daggers: 1] {Heartstrings}


            When wielding a dagger: Allows you to sense where a monster’s heart is located.

          
        


        
          	
            [Adventuring: 2] {Flower Power}


            Gain an implicit knowledge of low-level botanical items.

          
        


        
          	
            [Gathering: 1] {Tunnel Rat}


            You can move faster on your stomach.

          
        

      
    


    


    Level five! Fresh’s eyes shine brightly as she jumps up to her feet, looking at her new menu. Her legs are weak and shaky, but her body feels surprisingly light right now. Something thuds just behind herself and she looks back down, curiously. Her eyes vacantly stare at the stack of mushroom-caps and goblin-teeth, laying down at her feet. Glass slivers are embedded into the sides of some of them.


    "Huh? Where did these come from…?" she stares at them curiously for a moment, as the mental cogs slowly turn in her head. "AH!" She rips the bag off of her back and looks at it, her eyes welling wet, as she sees the sight. The brand-new rucksack of hers is entirely ruined. The material is sliced to shreds from the hailstorm of glass shards. The few slivers that managed to slide through, were thankfully caught by the loot inside. Fresh looks up towards Jubilee, who is walking around in the distance by the dead boss, doing whatever it is that they’re doing. Fresh can’t really tell from here.


    She looks back down at the ruined bag. This is her fault too. She wasn’t careful and because of that, her present is now broken after not even a few hours. Fresh starts to wonder if maybe she didn’t have any friends, because she’s just a bad person to have as a friend? With a sigh, she holds the empty, shredded fabric against her chest and looks back towards the magical window, the menu.


    There’s a new combat skill at least, that seems neat. Though she isn’t sure she likes the idea of being able to see still-beating hearts. It feels a little squirmy and grim to her. The next one though… she looks at it, tilting her head. Implicit botanical knowledge? That could be just what she needs. Though, she scratches her cheek, do mushrooms count as ‘botanical’?


    - She isn’t sure.


    Still, if she’s going to do this the way she has been envisioning, this is the clear choice. Unless she got into some kind of… weapons or armor crafting somehow, plants could be generally useful for everything, from cooking to potions to miscellaneous items. Heck, there might even be some weapons and armor that use plants. It’s a solid investment for her new future. Fresh nods and presses the button.


    "I got your boss-drops. You ready to go back?" says a voice from just next to herself, surprising her. Fresh jumps back with a yelp and looks down, quickly hiding the broken rucksack behind her back. Jubilee stands next to her and looks up at her with their arms at their hips. They tilt their head, beckoning with their fingers to her. "Give it here."


    Fresh smiles weakly. "G- give you what?"


    "Give me the bag, goo-brain."


    Fresh winces and shuts her eyes, slowly holding her hands out before herself to put the ripped bag on full display. "I’m sorry!"


    "Yeah, yeah. Lemme see that," says Jubilee, yanking the bag out of her hands.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Jubilee) uses: [Tailoring: Mend]
          
        

      
    


    


    A light shines through Fresh’s closed eyelids and, her curiosity overpowering her fear of reprimand, she opens them carefully to take a peek at the source of the magical glow. Jubilee holds the bag in their hands, the material shining with a shimmering white-light, as the fabric strands pull themselves back together, like roots growing over a hole in the dirt. A second later, they hold the repaired bag back up to Fresh. "Be more careful next time."


    "Are you some kind of wizard?!" asks Fresh excitedly. "Teach me magic!"


    "Do you actually have a slime for a brain? Mending is a tailoring skill," explains Jubilee.


    "You’re a tailor?" asks Fresh, looking at them curiously.


    They sigh. "No, I just know a few things. Tailoring is my sub-class. I have to fix my clothes literally every day. Glass is sharp," states Jubilee, waving her off and going to collect the pile of their loot back together.


    "Thank you!" cries Fresh. She holds the bag up proudly into the air, before turning to help her companion pick up the loot and to pull out any shards of glass still stuck into the mushroom-caps.


    "Let me do it. You have one health-point. If you cut your finger, you’ll literally die."


    Fresh pulls back and listens, rubbing the back of her head. She wonders if she should tell Jubilee about her ability to respawn but… maybe she shouldn’t. Jubilee has been so worried about her and what if they think she’s just gone crazy and is talking nonsense? She doesn’t want to make more of a fool of herself.


    It sounds stupid. But it sounds stupid enough that it’s reasonable. So, she looks around idly instead, waiting until Jubilee has finished cleaning up the loot. Looking down, she looks at the little pink thing tucked into the side of her companion’s belt. Fresh’s eyes light up and she lets out a high-pitched exhalation, as she sees the gifted-flower tucked in and hanging off to the side.


    A small window appears.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Pink Petunia](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            Petunias are very resilient to extremely high temperatures, but quickly die in colder climates. A minimum of five hours of sunlight are generally needed for these flowers to flourish.


            [Pink Petunia]'s are only found underground and require no sunlight. They only grow in areas with above average environmental SOUL and thrive in areas with a positive energy.


            Petunias have a variety of uses from spirit and monster warding to potion brewing.

          
        

      
    


    


    Is this from her new ability? Fresh’s eyes light up further as she sees it. This could actually be really useful! She beams brightly, finally she did something right! Fresh wobbles on the tips of her toes, excited to take another look at their mushroom-powder back at the guild. As she rises up to the tips of her toes once more, her legs give out and she thuds down onto her bottom for the third time that day, laughing meekly as Jubilee stares back at her with some annoyance at her childishness. Wanting to change the subject before she can be scolded, Fresh asks her next question. "So what kinds of crafting classes are there?"


    Jubilee chucks a piece of glass off to the side and it clinks against some rocks. "There are like a million, but it depends. The two big categories are dry and wet."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, lost.


    "Non-magic and magic. It’s adventuring jargon."


    "Oh," Fresh thinks for a second. "- Huh?"


    Jubilee groans and gets up, spinning their finger to motion for her to turn around. Fresh does so, scooting in a semi circle to turn her back to Jubilee, who begins loading the caps into the bag. "Dry-crafters use their hands and tools to make things. Magical-crafters, wet-crafters, use magical abilities to make things."


    "Is there a difference?" asks Fresh.


    "Eh, it depends," says Jubilee, shrugging. "Not everybody has enough soul-points to become a decent magical-crafter. So they either leave the field and do something else or they take the hard way and do everything by hand," they explain. "Though, some snobby nobles prefer dry-crafters, because they feel the items are more… ‘authentic’. Whatever the fuck that means," says Jubilee, shaking their head. Fresh nods, this makes sense. "Some dry-crafters charge a premium, because their items are handmade."


    "Oh," says Fresh, thinking about it. That concept of ’authenticity’ is vaguely familiar to her, she was pretty sure that happened a lot in her old world too. Wait… soul-points? Her eyes go wide.


    "Wait! So I can’t use magic to craft?!" she turns back towards Jubilee, who simply shrugs in response.


    "Hell if I know what the deal with your soul-points is."


    "How do we find out? You use magic, right?!" says Fresh, leaning in towards them.


    Jubilee, pulling back a little to win some personal space, thinks for a second. "I guess you just need to learn a spell and to try using it? Either it’ll work or it won’t." They pat Fresh’s bag, motioning for her to get up. Fresh purses her lips, taking in a deep breath and then pushes herself up back onto her shaking legs with great effort. It’s heavy. As she stands back upright, her world spins just a tiny bit. She holds her head, the blood seems to leave it for a moment.


    Jubilee grabs the rest of the loot. "Come on, we’ll take the shortcut. We’ll be back outside in a minute."


    Taking a second to catch her breath, until her head feels more normal again, Fresh purses her lips and takes a step. The heavy bag digs into her raw, red shoulders again as before, as they walk towards a large door. It looks much like the one they had entered this room through. As for her shoulders, she’s quietly thankful that they just hurt and that the pain isn’t taking her last health-point.


    "Maybe I can give you an idea for a class. What kind of stuff do you like?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh thinks for a moment. What does she like? She isn’t actually too sure herself. Weapons are cool, but so is armor, but so are magical-items, but so are strange potions and concoctions. She thinks, placing a finger idly to her cheek as she does so. Magical-creatures are a neat idea too, maybe there’s some kind of… magical-creature trade? Or what about tailoring, like Jubilee? Fresh bets it would be fun to hang around all of the casters all day, who would come to buy their wares of robes and dresses. Or maybe something relating to the dungeon, like oddities and curios and magical antiques? She rubs her hair as they walk towards the door. Food is fun too, though she isn’t much of a cook. She bets it could be a nice life though, having a place that’s perhaps more ‘lively’ than the somber adventurers’ guild. The girl sighs.


    "I like everything."


    Jubilee lets out a simple. "Huh?"


    "It all seems so fun!" she explains, sighing as they stand in front of the door.


    "Huh…" repeats Jubilee, not expanding any further. They simply push the door open wide. Behind it is no further passage, rather a simple wall of the nebulous, blue fog. Without another word, Jubilee steps inside and vanishes. Fresh pulls the bag up higher one last time and steps through it herself.


    A bright light blinds her, as they step out of the dungeon. The familiar noise of the bustling city, ready to settle down for the evening, comes to her ears. Fresh opens her eyes and looks around. They’re standing outside of the dungeon’s gate, in the center of the plaza.


    "Heck of a shortcut," she mutters to herself.


    "Right?" says Jubilee, who Fresh forgot about for a second in her daze. "Come on, let’s get you out of here before a bee stings you to death."


    "Okay!" laughs Fresh, straining forward as she walks towards the adventurers’ guild.


    "Where are you going, goo-brain?"


    Fresh stops, turning around with some effort to look back at Jubilee, somewhat confused. "…The guild?"


    "Like hell you are, come on," says Jubilee and rather than walking down the usual way, they turn right from the gate and walk towards the ring of run-down houses, lining the plaza. Without turning around, Jubilee waves back towards her, motioning for her to follow. Fresh looks at them curiously, but opts to follow them to wherever it is they’re going. As she chases after the obscured figure, the girl can’t help but feel like maybe she isn’t really the party-leader just yet.


    "Where are we going?"


    "Here," says Jubilee, pulling a key out of their pocket and unlocking the wooden door to the first ramshackle house, just outside of the dungeon-gate. "I’m staying here."


    Fresh looks around herself at the plaza. "Are you rich?"


    "Are you stupid?" snaps Jubilee back at her, not waiting for an answer before stepping inside. "This place is a dump."


    She blinks. "If you can afford a house here, don’t you have the money to pay the guild?" asks Fresh curiously, as she looks back towards the dungeon. It was in pretty bad shape, but still. It is right outside of the dungeon. Surely it had to have cost something substantial?


    Jubilee sighs. "Okay, first off, it’s rude to ask people about their finances."


    Fresh gasps. "Sorry! I wasn’t thinking…" she admits, stepping inside and scratching her cheek.


    Jubilee waves her off and walks towards the single wooden staircase that is in the back of the entirely empty downstairs room, nested against the wall. "Yeah, I know. It was… it was a group investment."


    "Oh," says Fresh. That made sense to her. She closes the rickety wooden door behind herself and looks around the space. Thick dust-motes hover through the air, rising up from the rarely disturbed floor that is thickly coated in the stuff. The windows, while being actual, functional windows, are so old and dusty that they might as well have been the opaque ones from the guild. There’s nothing here, apart from the evening light, which shines past the tattered, moth-worn curtains.


    Fresh pinches her nose, suppressing a sneeze as she breathes in the thick dust and follows Jubilee up the staircase. If there had been other people here once, there’s certainly no sign of them now.


    Jubilee looks down at her from above the staircase and mumbles "Welcome home…" before turning to walk away down a tiny, equally as dusty and depressing upstairs-corridor. Fresh looks their way, confused for a moment as she stands there on the stairs. But then a smile grows on her face and she hurries up to follow after her friend.

  


  Chapter 24: Mirror mirror


  
    Several doors line the dingy corridor that they wander down through. All of them seem as forgotten and untouched as everything else inside of the dilapidated building. There are no furnishings in the upstairs hallway, just as with the downstairs area. There is nothing at all to fill the space, apart from the sounds of their dirty boots, thudding out against the floors, apart from the floating dust particulate that is held aloft, suspended in vague streams of an evening sunlight, which lazily shines in through the windows, sneaking past the heavy closed, drab curtains. All of those bits of dust float gently downward, drifting down towards the creaking, wooden boards below at a meandering pace, falling so slowly, that they appear to be stuck in time itself.


    Four doors line the hallway on the right side, all of them are closed. The thick coating covering the handles of most of them indicates that these too, are untouched and forgotten. A familiar feeling comes to Fresh, as she sees the empty state of this place.


    "Here, you can set the bag down here," says Jubilee, opening the last door at the end of the hallway. Fresh steps inside the room, feeling a strong sense of familiarity in herself at the sight of the dingy space. The single window is obscured by the same kind of ugly curtain that is everywhere else in here, the fabric is pulled as tightly shut as possible. The furnishings are simple and unkempt. An unmade bed stands freely in the center of the room, the sheets of which obviously hadn’t been changed in weeks, if not months. The floor is covered in dirt and dust and old garbage. Fresh sets her rucksack down on top of a heap of old, brown paper. This might as well be her own old room. Kneeling down as best as she can, she winces, as she slips out of the straps of the bag and rises back up to her feet, her fingers touching the tender, slightly bleeding spots on her shoulders.


    Jubilee drags a heap of green clothes and fabric off of a chair by the door, opting to throw them from the chair to the bed, rather than put them away anywhere in an orderly manner. "Here, sit. Watch out, the legs are a little wobbly."


    "Thanks," replies Fresh and drops down from her own wobbly legs onto the fairly uncomfortable wooden chair. But to her body, it’s a gift from the heavens. The girl immediately droops downward, sliding down the back of the chair, her legs press out forward and she exhales, all of the heavy strain and tension leaving her at once. "What a day," she mutters, somewhat dreamily.


    "What a day," replies Jubilee, somewhat less soft in tone than Fresh was.


    "Thanks for helping me," says Fresh, still leaning back with her eyes closed. Her arms drooping down off of the sides of the chair. The room is quiet for a moment.


    "Yeah," responds Jubilee rather dryly.


    "So, this is your place?" she asks, trying to make some small-talk with her party member.


    "Yeah," replies Jubilee, without much enthusiasm.


    "It’s nice," lies Fresh to be polite.


    It's quiet for a moment. Fresh feels the air becoming more and more awkward by the second. "Yeah."


    "Mm," says Fresh, if only to make a noise.


    "Hmm…"


    The room is quiet. The girl opens her eyes to look over at Jubilee, who is standing there on the other side of the room, leaning against the wall with crossed arms, as if thinking. Her vision is interrupted by the yawn escaping her own mouth, mixed together with the audible growling of her stomach. Jubilee lowers their gaze from the ceiling and looks back towards her. Fresh laughs meekly, she hasn’t eaten anything since the bread that she wasted. But she isn’t going to ask Jubilee for anything else.


    "Sorry that I yelled at you in the guild," says Jubilee, looking back towards the ceiling.


    Fresh tilts her head, sitting back upright, a finger idly scratching her cheek. "It’s okay, I was being a dumb jerk."


    "Yeah," says Jubilee dryly. "You were."


    Fresh lets out an uneasy laugh and winces. "You didn’t have to agree with me."


    "It is what it is," says Jubilee and sighs. "You want to eat something?"


    "Ah, no! I-"


    Jubilee interrupts her, raising a hand. "- You worked for it." Fresh looks back at them, somewhat lost. Jubilee groans, seeing her vacant expression and explains. "We have forty-four goblin-teeth. Five orange caps and two blue caps. A boss-core. Oh, and these-" Jubilee digs in their pockets with their gloved hands, pulling out a bunch of the rootwood-flowers that Fresh had entirely forgotten to harvest from the boss. Her eyes light up at the sight of them. "The old lady would usually only give a rookie like you one Obol for each of these, but since I know her game, she’ll probably give you two per," explains Jubilee. "Together with the rest of the stuff, that means we’re at about ninety-seven Obols total," they say, before wobbling their hand in the air to signify uncertainty. "Give or take."


    Fresh jumps up, the chair scooting back against the wall as she springs to her feet, her eyes shooting open wide. "Ninety-seven?!"


    Jubilee shrugs, as if that wasn’t very impressive. "Yeah, so half of that is yours. But if you want to keep some of the stuff to craft, then obviously it will be less than that," says Jubilee. "You can’t keep the orange caps though. We need to sell the whole bundle of five, otherwise they won’t take them."


    Fresh nods, excited. "That’s fine, the ones back at the guild should be enough for my tests!"


    "Don’t talk about that here," snaps Jubilee at her.


    "Huh?" Fresh asks, somewhat perplexed, as she looks around the dark room.


    Jubilee leans in forward with some agitation in their eyes, present there perhaps because of her naivety. "This house isn’t cut-off," says Jubilee, gesturing to the room. "In the guild space, nobody can hear you, if they aren’t inside with you. But if someone were so inclined to listen to us, they could do it here."


    "Oh, sorry," says Fresh, understanding now. Her mind drifts back to the other topic at hand. If she has money now, then maybe some actual food would be a great idea. With a smile she looks at Jubilee. "Will you come eat something with me?"


    "Huh?"


    "Do you want to go eat something together?" asks the girl, beaming as she leans in forward with her fists clenched down low next to her sides.


    Jubilee tilts their head and looks at her. "No."


    "Oh…" replies Fresh, somewhat let down. She rubs her arm and looks away. Was she being weird? Did she read the room wrong? "Sor-"


    "If you’re hungry, I have some stuff you can eat here," says Jubilee. Fresh looks back up to them. "You shouldn’t go outside with one health point," they say, walking past her and out of the door, waving idly. "Stay there."


    They vanish down the hallway, heading into the first door by the stairs. Fresh looks around the room and sighs, it really does evoke familiar feelings in her, being in here. In a weird sense, it’s making her nostalgic. She looks down at her pale hands that are shaking from weakness. It’s hard for her to explain to herself, but she has been working so hard from the start to become someone else, someone better, that she had entirely suppressed this part of herself. In her frenzy, she had entirely forgotten who she was for so long, that person she was for so many years. But being here, here in this dark room brings back that old, familiar feeling. It makes her realize, in an odd sense, that she almost misses the sadness and melancholy that had been overpowering her for years. It had been a part of her for so long and in a sense it still was.


    Is that weird? She isn’t sure.


    Something catches her eye as she looks around the room, trying to decipher Jubilee a little more. A faint glimmer of sunlight somehow manages to breach the darkness for just a second, as the curtain is shifted by some vague draft, seeping in through the thin walls. The sparse ray of light, which dies in a heartbeat, manages to bound off of the fragments of a broken mirror, nested in the back corner of the room. Jagged glass shards lay everywhere in the darkness, covered in a thick caking of dust, that almost seems to absorb the light entirely, as if suffocating it. The curtain falls back into place and the darkness returns.


    Jubilee walks back inside, carrying a small tray. Fresh looks at the little pink-flower on their belt and blinks, coming back to her new self. Even if that sensation of sadness was a part of her for so long, she’s going to get rid of it. Even if it feels, in a sense, like cutting off a part of her own body, she is going to do it. She’s sure of it.


    "Here," says Jubilee, holding up the tray to Fresh.


    "Thank you!" she beams in return, as she takes it and looks at the bounty. Adorning a small, wooden-plate are a few slices of some old bread, some cured meats and an array of various colorful, apparently preserved, fruits that she doesn’t recognize. She looks at it, realizing something.


    "Aren’t you going to eat anything?" asks Fresh curiously.


    "No. I’m not hungry," says Jubilee and walks off, going back to the same spot as before. A loud growl breaks the silence. Fresh looks down embarrassed, but realizes a second later that it hadn’t come from her. Jubilee clears their throat and stands on the other side of the room again. Looking at them, somewhat lost, Fresh holds the tray out towards them. But they wave her off. She thinks for a moment, wondering why Jubilee doesn’t want to eat. She looks around the room, somewhat unsure of what to do.


    "Eat before you die. I’ll get something later," says Jubilee. Fresh narrows her eyes. If they were friends now, then that obviously won’t do. Besides, as party-leader, it’s her obligation to make sure her party is taken care of, right?


    Her eyes scan over the unmade bed in the middle of the room, before she looks down to the tray in her hands and thinks.


    "Ah!" The idea hits her. Setting the tray down, quietly thanking the universe for giving her some extra brain power during her leveling, she takes the plate off of the tray and sets it to the side.


    "What are you doing?"


    Fresh doesn’t answer, she takes half of the food from the plate and places it onto the tray. Getting up and carrying both, she sets the tray down by Jubilee.


    "I told you I don’t wan-"


    "I won’t look," says Fresh with a smile as she raises a finger into the air.


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee dryly.


    Fresh grabs her own plate and walks around the bed, sitting down on the floor on the other side of it, with her back leaned against it. Her finger waves in a circle in the air behind her head. "I promise!"


    The room is quiet.


    Looking at the food with hungry eyes, Fresh picks up a piece of the bread from her plate. It’s a little dry and old, but her face beams at the sight of it nonetheless. But she doesn’t start eating, it would be rude to start before everyone is seated, after all. The girl kicks a shard of mirror glass carefully away with her boot.


    The bed shifts, as a small body pushes against the other side of the mattress, sitting down on the floor there on the other side of the bed, with their back to it as well. Jubilee doesn’t want her to see their face, they didn’t want to take their mask off. Even if they’re hungry too.


    Fresh smiles and bites into her bread with delight, saying between chewy mouthfuls - "Let’s work hard again tomorrow, Jubilee!"


    "Will you shut up and eat?" asks Jubilee, their mouth clearly full as well. "We’re going to get your class tomorrow, so you can finally start pulling your weight."

  


  Chapter 25: Something wicked this way comes


  
    Fresh tosses and turns, rolling around on top of the pile of blankets down on the floor, as she uneasily tries to sleep. Jubilee had said that she could stay in one of the rooms here, but they hadn’t mentioned that the rooms were completely empty and unfurnished. Fresh grabs one of the blankets that she’s laying on top of and wraps it tightly around herself, shivering and huddling together into a tight bundle.


    It’s cold in here.


    The walls stop the wind from blowing in from outside, but they don’t do much more than that. Soon enough though, her exhausted body gives out and she falls into a deep sleep. As her mind drifts away to that dark place and her sense of self seems to be lost to the void, Fresh can’t help but notice the swaying sensation of her limp body, which seems to sink downward, as if she were being pulled deep down into the floorboards.


    - Everything goes black.


    A loud yawn rings out around her. If she didn’t know that she was sleeping right now, she’d be sure that it’s her own. Groggily, Fresh looks around, as she floats in the empty void.


    "And? Are you enjoying the ride?" asks the voice, stemming from the spirit of the fountain. Fresh isn’t scared as she hears it ring out around herself in the black-water ocean that she finds herself in. It’s like before, when she paid it no mind, because she thought it was just part of a weird dream. Though perhaps now, she does give its presence a little more credence.


    "It’s harder than I thought it’d be," she answers, sighing, as if this were the most natural event in the world. "- But I made a friend!" she adds on with excitement, trying to clench her fists. But she doesn’t have any hands.


    The voice clears its throat and sleepily talks, as if it were just waking up itself from a long nap. "Good for you! Anyways, if it was easy then you’d just get bored and end up like before," it explains. "The soul needs a struggle to fight against, otherwise it withers."


    "You could have at least made me a little smarter. I feel like my head is a bag of flour," protests Fresh, trying to cross her arms. "It almost got me killed like four times."


    "But it didn’t and you made a friend. One point for me, zero for you. The method works," quips the spirit of the water. The current pulsates and surges forward, carrying her bodiless form through the darkness, as the presence seems to float alongside of herself.


    "But what if I really did die? Or what if I got sold into debt-slavery?!" asks Fresh, clearly frustrated.


    Her soul is jostled around, as the current takes her somewhere deeper and darker still, though seemingly for no concrete purpose. The entity just seems to want to ‘walk’ while they talk.


    "Then you would have learned a lesson," replies the voice, indifferently.


    "That’s a really dark thing to say!" protests the girl, remembering all the horrible scenarios that Jubilee had described to her.


    The voice yawns again sleepily, going on. "It would have been a dark lesson." Fresh obviously finds this answer unsatisfactory. "Our deal was that I give you a chance to earn happiness and money," it explains. "Since then, you’ve made your own choices, since the very first second. Any bad results are your own fault. You chose to go left."


    The water is quiet for a moment. Fresh looks around herself at the shifting darkness. "Huh…? Left?"


    "Sure! Remember when you ran away from the chicken and went left?"


    "Yeah," answers Fresh, somewhat embarrassed that the entity knew about that.


    The voice goes on. "What about the other ways?"


    "Huh?" repeats the girl.


    "The other ways. You could have gone right at the intersection, you know?" it asks. "That would have been a fun life for sure, really heroic, you honestly have no idea. Or you could have gone back and fought the chicken. That would have been a whole thing too, believe me. Real drama. Really romantic; not with the chicken though, mind you. But you chose to go left instead."


    Fresh thinks for a second. "I guess I did, but…"


    "- But you don’t know why?" asks the spirit of the water.


    "Yeah, I just kind of… went left. I never even thought about it," responds the girl, pondering.


    "Exactly."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh for the third time.


    "Left is good too. I can work with left. We can make a whole thing out of it, you know? Really dig our heels into the underlying themes at play here. I might have just the class for that, if we're gonna take a hard turn here."


    The water is quiet.


    "Huh?" repeats Fresh again, still lost.


    "Give me a coin," demands the voice rather suddenly.


    "No," says Fresh, her ‘hand’ reaches to hold her pocket tightly closed. But her ethereal fingers grasp at nothing but wet.


    The spirit responds, sounding somewhat snarky. "Fine, see if I care if you get some dinky run-down, useless class. Maybe you can become an ornate glass-blower or a scented candle-maker for the church. I don’t care."


    "What kind of class?" asks the girl suspiciously.


    The voice sounds annoyed. "Do you want to go all in or not? Is this a new attempt at life, or is it just you half-assing it again and hoping something will change on its own?"


    Fresh fidgets. Her non-existent fingers fumbling around with an equally vague coin in her pocket.


    The spirit yawns, this time longer and louder than before, as if it were trying to make a point. "If I hadn’t made you as dumb as a bag of rocks, would you have gone left? Or would you have been stuck in your old patterns and grooves and just kept on wallowing, but only in a new body and place?"


    Fresh floats, unsure if she has an answer. "I want to choose my own class though."


    "Did you choose your new body?" asks the spirit.


    "No…" mumbles the girl.


    "Do you like it?"


    "I guess so," relents Fresh, looking away.


    "See? I have excellent taste! Give me a coin or let me go back to sleep and figure it out yourself. Time is money."


    Fresh groans.


    The water begins to churn and her body begins to move away from the spirit. "Okay, well, I offered. Good nigh-"


    "- Fine!" yells Fresh, tossing the coin out into the darkness with some force. The metal disk spins down and away just in-front of herself, having not flown as far as she had hoped. It lazily sinks down into the black-water, drifting, as it vanishes down into the murky depths below. The current still churns on however, as strong as ever and her sense of self still spins around and around. The water begins to carry her away as well and as the darkness before her eyes begins to fade and grow lighter, some source of light makes itself present in the void. Sun-rays shine in through the rippling surface above her head.


    "Great! Then it’s settled. Anyways, I just wanted to check in now that your class is available, so I-"


    "- Ah, wait!" interrupts Fresh again. "Why am I cursed?"


    The water surges around her, pushing her away and off into the distance, further and further away, as if the spirit were shoo’ing her out of the front door, so that it could finally go back to sleep.


    "- Because you went left," explains the voice as it fades out; sounding far and distant, as it vanishes into the darkness of the murky waters.


    Fresh doesn’t have time to respond anymore to the unsatisfactory answer, as her body spirals and surges, as the water carries her back and away to the plane of existence from which she had come from. The coins in her pocket, one light, rattle as her gestalt spasms against the wooden floor of Jubilee’s house.


    The girl opens her eyes, half expecting to hear a crowing rooster. But the only sounds that she is greeted by are the sounds of a single chiming of her menu and the muddy sounding voices of people moving around outside the building, the early morning hours having come.


    Rubbing her eyes, Fresh stares past the dull morning sunlight, shining in through the dusty window of the small room, as she looks at the menu-screen floating just before her face.


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~-+ CLASS CHOSEN +-~*

          
        


        
          	
            Unique Class: [WITCH] - of the Black-Fountain

          

          	
            Specialization: Maleficium

          
        


        
          	
            Witch


            An old-world caster class that was once primarily found in the southern regions. They dwelled deeply inside of old forests, mountains and in the hearts of children, laying fearfully awake in the dark. Witches, unlike mages, directly serve old, primal forces, rather than simply being connected to them. As such, each witch is unique to their patron-entities’ design and intentions. The class-name ‚Witch‘ is therefore a disambiguation, as no two witches are alike; each witch carries the title of their contractor.


            Dwindling in numbers, there are only a handful left worldwide, as the old ways have been forgotten and forcefully erased entirely by the holy-church. Though dark memories of their presence still haunt the dreams of those who fear the light-less night.


             

          
        


        
          	
            Title: - Of the Black-Fountain 


            + [Curse Specialization]


            + [Hex Specialization]


            + [Jinx Specialization]

          
        


        
          	
            Specialization: Maleficium


            The third branch of witchcraft specializations, Maleficium specifically revolves around the practicing of the dark-arts in order to damage or corrupt people, items and places.

          
        

      
    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [3 Additional Crafting Recipes Available]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Ability: JINX

          
        


        
          	
            Channel negative energies into a person to lower their LUK in a value equal to your LOV for one hour.

          
        

      
    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Ability: CURSE ITEM

          
        


        
          	
            Allows the user to imbue a curse onto crafted items. Curses may backfire if performed improperly. Curses can be stacked on top of enchantments.

          
        

      
    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Passive: MOONWATER

          
        


        
          	
            Allows the user to imbue liquids with some of their own magical energies. The strength of the imbuement is dependent on the current phase of the moon.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~-+ SUB-CLASS CHOSEN +-~*

          
        


        
          	
            Sub-Class: Craftsman

          

          	
            Specialization: Generalism

          
        


        
          	
            Craftsman


            Jacks of all trades, masters of none. Craftsmen fill the general positions between all of the specialized trades. Working in tandem with carpenters, smiths, alchemists, metallurgists and masons requires a very broad set of skills. Craftsmen fill this wide niche, supporting everyone through their general work. Though in turn, given their broad capabilities, they are not able to specialize in any manner.

          
        


        
          	
            Specialization: Generalism


             Craftsmen are unable to specialize in any particular field.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [8 Additional Crafting Recipes Available]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [ATHAME]{Wobbly}(High) !
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Found: [SIMPLE GRIMOIRE]{Wet}(Unique) !
          
        

      
    


    


    "Huh?" Fresh stares up at the menu and then back to the soaking wet book and black-handled dagger laying at her feet. A second later, she jumps up in shock. Her body runs out of the room, her mind preoccupied with being fairly sure that she just did something bad again.


    "JUBILEEEEEE~"


    


    Note for occultists - The Left-Hand path 

In common western occult practices, there is a split between the so-called right-hand and left-hand paths. The left-hand path symbolizes darker practices such as ’black-magic’ and the leaving of common social conventions in order to acheive a desired result ’no matter what’. While the right-handed path symbolizies adherance to shared moral codes and values and is commonly connected with the term ’white-magic’. Though this isn’t to say that one is evil and one is good. Left-handed path occultists tend to see it as an acceptance of both the dark and the light of the world at the same time. Using ’unconventional’ tools to transform a bad situation into a good one. Nightfall is just as natural as sunrise, after all.

What I’m saying is, Fresh probably would have been able to achieve her dream of becoming a beloved priestess if she went right at the crossroads. But she went left. Yes. It really is metaphors all the way down.


    Note for occultists - Athame 

An athame is a specific kind of black-handled ceremonial knife that is the main tool used for several occult rituals. Primarily used by the Hermetic order of the Golden Dawn for banishing spells, it was later adopted by new-age wiccans, neopagans and satanists. Though the first appearances of the term ’Atha(r)me’ appeared in the ’Key of Solomon’, a grimoire about demonology that was written during the 15th century during the Italian Renaissance.

It is said that athame’s are never supposed to be used to draw blood, but rather for creating sigils, circles and other spell-weaving preperations.

  


  Chapter 26: In the water


  
    "You did what?"


    Fresh clutches her damp hair, crying. "I had a dream about being underwater and I paid a magical-spirit to give me a class because I went left!" frantically shouts the girl a second time at the masked figure, who is standing there in the doorway, leading into their darkened room. A hastily gloved hand rubs the front of their mask in order to securely adjust it into place.


    Jubilee stares up at her, lost. "What…?"


    With shaking legs, Fresh falls down to her knees and grabs their shoulders with both of her hands. "I’m sorry! Don’t be mad at me!" Jubilee winces as she touches them.


    "…What?" They repeat again, letting out a sharp breath and tilting their head, their voice still just as emotionally lost and confused. Blinking, Jubilee shifts their gaze downward, looking down at the wet spots on Fresh’s robe. "Look. If you wet the bed, you can ju-"


    "- I didn’t! Look!" Fresh opens her menu and Jubilee stares at it for a moment, before looking back to her and then back to it.


    "I thought you wanted a crafting class?" They ask her, somewhat confused and a tinge annoyed. "Did you really sneak out in the middle of the night just to pick some -" They stare at the window again. "A FUCKING WITCH?!" Jubilee’s voice is loud and confused. They hush themselves a second later, their posture tightening as they eye her warily up and down. "Where did you even…?! How did you -" They narrow their eyes, realizing something. "It really is a small world."


    "- It was in the water!" Fresh holds her crying face as she looks at Jubilee who is backing off and moving a step away from her. "It was the thing in the water!" yells Fresh, placing her hands back onto Jubilee’s shoulders as she shakes their small body, pulling them back closer towards herself. "Please don’t be mad!" cries the girl, as she looks at Jubilee’s deeply suspicious eyes and hand that is moving to the pouch of dirt on their belt.


    Jubilee inhales sharply, pushing her hands back off of themselves. "So let me get this straight. You had a dream -"


    "I did!" says Fresh with a nod, looking back up to them.


    "- And in this dream, some ‘thing’ offered you a class, if you… paid it a coin? In the dream?" asks Jubilee.


    "It did!" Fresh says, leaning in closer to Jubilee, who does the opposite.


    "- And now you’re telling me that your dream was real and that’s why you have some obscure, evil, caster class from the ass-end of the world?"


    "It iiiis~" cries Fresh, slumping over Jubilee, who takes in another sharp breath and tenses up as she touches their clearly uncomfortable gestalt once again.


    "Are you stupid?"


    "I aaam~. P-please don’t stop being my frieeend~" howls Fresh, grabbing them tightly. Jubilee lets out another strange, sharp grunting sound as they inhale a single quick breath, just as Fresh clutches them. Somewhat agitated, they push her back off of themselves once again and look back towards the menu. Raising a gloved finger, they tap against it. "Well, putting all that midnight-fuckery aside, at least you have a decent sub-class."


    Fresh sniffles. "…I do?"


    "Yeah," Jubilee holds their palm out, to keep the girl at a distance. "Craftsmen aren’t really great at anything, but they can do a bit of everything, you know? Real all-rounders. I didn’t think about it before but… having a crafting sub-class isn’t a bad idea for you." They rub the bottom of their mask, where their chin is, as they think. "Maybe combined with the witch-class… hmm… but, shit."


    "So you believe me?!" asks Fresh, clenching her fists at her chest.


    Jubilee makes an uncomfortable noise that spans somewhere between a sigh and an unsure groan. "It’s a stretch, but I guess cursed people have had weirder things happen," they say. "It makes sense that whatever cursed you also made you a witch… I guess…? I don't know." They look down again, thinking. "This is all fucked. But-" they repeat a second time now.


    Fresh looks at their troubled eyes. "But what?"


    "You’re really pushing it, you know? It’ll be a real problem if anyone from the church finds out a cursed person is in their city. It’ll be twice as bad if a cursed witch is in their city and especially with this specialization…" Jubilee rubs their head in frustration. "You really are trying to die, aren’t you?"


    Fresh tilts her head. "Huh? Aren’t there casters everywhere?"


    "Witches are all casters, but all casters aren’t witches, goo-brain," barks Jubilee. "Most of the casters in this city are more mainstream. Wizards, tower-mages, priests -" Jubilee lets out a noise that sounds like a quiet scream which is trapped down in the bottom of their throat as they grab their head, turning around and waving her off to think for a second. "Of course you’d get a class that’s going to be a pain in my ass!" They shake their head. "My life is going in circles."


    Fresh gets back up, wiping her eyes. Is this bad? Witches were a common staple in her old life, at least in popular media while she was there. Though perhaps historically their reputation was problematic, to say the least. Seeing her confused expression, Jubilee relents, perhaps having expected nothing less and turns back around to face her.


    "Look slime-brain, witches are real child-eating, cauldron-stirring, mushroom-picking forest dwellers, okay?!"


    "Huh?"


    "They were common enough that people still sort of, vaguely, know about them now. But not really!" Jubilee pokes a finger into her gut and Fresh winces. "There’s a real, justified stigma in the cities, especially up here in the north against witches," they explain. "Like, really rarely one gets called in from the most ass-backwards neck of the south. When some fat-ass noble gets an obscure hex or whatever put on them and then it’s always a real hush-hush thing," they say in a hushed whisper. "Covered carriages in the middle of the night, armed escorts, veils, the whole deal. But even those witches are all specialized in primal magics or brewing. Those can be used for good things now and then." Jubilee pulls their finger back and pokes it into her stomach again several times, perhaps just for the sake of watching Fresh wince and make a slight squeaking sound each time. "But that was over ten years ago. Before the church got as big as it is now."


    They point at the menu. "Plus malificum is bad news. It literally only exists to make other people miserable, so as you can imagine, people-" their finger pokes into her again. "Get-" again. "A little-" again. "- Antsy!" again, but harder now. Fresh squeaks one final time and pulls back, rubbing the sore spot on her stomach. "And what the fuck is a black-fountain?! That just sounds ridiculously evil!" whispers Jubilee in venomous frustration. "What did you do?!"


    It couldn’t be that bad, right? Laughing nervously, Fresh scratches her cheek, trying to find something to hold on to. "Is it… is it at least a strong class?"


    Jubilee stands there for a second, not saying anything. They lean back against the door-frame, staring down to the ground, averting their eyes from her for a time as they seem to be thinking about something. After a long, quiet, delay, they look back up towards her. "I couldn’t tell you. I’ve never seen a witch in person. Do you have any abilities? You should have learned a spell or two?"


    "Ah!" Fresh’s eyes light up and she runs back to her room, coming back out a second later with the dripping book and the ritual dagger. "A bunch! But I also got this!"


    "A wet book and a dinky kitchen-knife…?" asks the obscured figure incredulously.


    Pursing her lips, Fresh puffs her cheek out and looks at the large old book in her hands. It’s fairly heavy, especially since it’s wet. The cover is rather plain looking, adorned only with the depiction of a chalice and the whole thing is bound with a dark, grayish-blue leather. She doesn’t know what exactly the boundary between a book and a tome is, but she feels like this book is ‘tomey’. It’s heavy and old.


    "- And your abilities?" asks Jubilee, sounding defeated as they get back to the point.


    "Ah! I can steal people’s luck!" exclaims Fresh proudly, as she explains her very first spell.


    Jubilee jabs a finger back towards her. "That’s really bad! Don’t be proud of that!"


    Fresh purses her lips again as she scratches her cheek, thinking. "…I can… curse items?"


    "That’s even worse," hisses Jubilee in new frustration, clenching their hood and pulling down on the fabric.


    "Oh, and I can make moonwater," says Fresh, remembering the passive ability.


    "…Moonwhat? What the fuck-?" asks the obscured figure, ready to give up entirely now.


    "Moonwater," replies Fresh simply, her hands instinctively opening the grimoire, which is held below herself, as she continues to stare at Jubilee. Her fingers peel the wet pages apart and she opens a specific page in the middle of the heart of the book. "Huh?" The girl lowers her gaze now to look down towards it, only now realizing that she had opened the book at all, let alone to exactly the right page. Somewhat confused, she holds the grimoire out to Jubilee and repeats herself plainly. "- Moonwater."


    Jubilee leans in. "Of all the weird, cauldron-bubbling, forest bulls-" their eyes narrow as they read the lines of the hand-written text filling the pages, next to an array of occult illustrations that are all drawn in a thick, black ink. "Huh…" The expression of their eyes and posture seems to soften a bit. "This one seems surprisingly… okay. So, it’s like enchanting, but… for potions?"


    Fresh shrugs. "I don’t know. But maybe we can use this! For-" she stops herself. "For… you know? The thing." She winks. The girl looks around the dark hallway behind herself, half-expecting to see someone standing there and listening to them.


    Jubilee looks back up to her, thinking. "Well. Fuck me, I guess."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, somewhat taken aback. Did she do something wrong? Well, she did, but…


    "You might actually have done something useful," says Jubilee, relenting with a final sigh and a shake of their head. "What a world."


    "Huh?" Fresh’s eyes light up. That isn’t what she expected to hear. "Really?!"


    "Maybe. But listen-" Jubilee leans in towards her again, shushing her, a familiar venom growing in their voice. "Don’t tell anyone about this, okay? Nobody. If anyone asks, tell them you’re a craftsman. It’s your sub-class, so you can probably get away with it."


    "What if somebody wants to see my menu?" asks the girl curiously.


    Jubilee parrots her in a mocking voice. "What if somebody wants to see my menu~" They plant their hands on their hips. "Then don’t show them, dummy!" The small figure takes a second to breathe. "Okay, lets see your craftsman stuff," they say, waving with beckoning fingers. Fresh nods, but then just stands there idly.


    "Well?" asks Jubilee, annoyed.


    The girl scratches her cheek. "I don’t know how to… you know…? Do… stuff."


    "Are you st…" Jubilee stops themselves and lets out yet another sigh. "Wait there." They turn around and walk back into the dark room, grabbing one of the large blue-caps that Fresh had decided to keep for their work. Jubilee hands it up to the girl, who sets her grimoire and knife down to take it. Though she's not quite sure what to do with it. Tilting her head, she feels the idea come to her, though she also isn’t quite sure from where exactly. Maybe it just seems obvious, or maybe it’s because of the vague sound of flowing water coming from outside of the house from some unseen source?


    - It almost sounds like a whisper in her ear.


    A glow shines out from her hands, like when Jubilee had mended her bag. The light engulfs the blue mushroom-cap entirely.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Her hands become empty, a heap of blue powder seeps through her fingers like fine sand and falls down to the ground, sending a wave of extremely soft, smooth particulate up into the air. Fresh gasps, her face beaming. "Jubilee! Jubilee! I used an ability! I have an ability! I have magic!" shouts the girl proudly, too loud, bouncing on the balls of her feet, as she looks down to her friend with her excited and shining eyes.


    Jubilee glares up towards her with a fuming expression. Their gaze clearly scowling through the heap of blue dust that covers their head.


    


    Note for occultists - Brewing beer and the witch-trials 

In the historical past, since ancient Babylonia/Sumeria - 7000BC(!) - brewing beer was considered to be part of a woman’s day to day household tasks. In Sumeria for example, women regularly brewed beer for religious rituals to honor the literal goddess of beer ‚Ninkasi‘ who is said to have created the drink in order to foster peace between all men.

Beer itself had a highly revered image in society, to the point of being seen as holy or a gift from the gods. It wasn’t just a ‚fun‘ thing like it is today. Given hundreds of years of experimentation, this led to many generations of women learning significantly about plants, especially in regards to cooking or creating medicine. This is one of the many roots where the arche-type of the ‚forest-dwelling healing woman‘ stems from.

Later, during the 14-15th century, brewing left the closed household and was overtaken by professional artisans and brewers. Unable to own their own property or workshops, common women quickly became unable to outbrew the big players and the practice slowly left the domain of the average person. Any woman who kept on brewing after that often used common household objects such as a cauldron. This is where we get the ‚witches cauldron‘ from. Funnily enough, this is also where the ‚flying broom‘ idea comes from as well. These ‚indie‘ brewing women would hang brooms above their doors in order to let customers know that they were open for business. Cats were commonly used to keep grain safe from mice, and most iconically of all – The famous pointed witches hat was worn when they went over the marketplaces. The iconic shape let them stand out from the crowds of other sellers. See how it’s all coming together now?

Things exploded though during the mid to late 1600‘s when the witch-trials began. Many of these traditional brewing women became vilified. While societal/power-structure reasons were a large factor, especially given the strong power of the church over society, a particularly large reason for the witch trials could possibly stem from the ‚Ergot‘ fungus. A fungal growth that commonly grows on the same grains used for brewing, that when ingested can cause severe (and heavily psychedelic) reactions. All of this came to a head by 1700 as of which there were next to no female brewers left in European society.

The tradition and symbolism however live on, as you more than likely know!

  


  Chapter 27: Witch-Crafting


  
    Fresh sits cross legged on the floor of their room, inside of the adventurers’ guild. Her cheeks are puffed out, as her hands hold the mushroom-cap, which she hadn’t finished shredding before her ‘fight’ with Jubilee, during the last time that they were here. Her hands glow brightly as she focuses all of her attention onto the task before herself. Fresh’s face is flush and happy though, as she thinks about how she can finally surprise Jubilee in a nice way.


    She smiles, humming as she works. Maybe this strange class is a good turn of fortune after all?


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Crafting: 3]{Dust to dust}
          
        

      
    


    


    The orange mushroom-cap falls apart into a fine heap of dust, landing in with the rest of the, in comparison, very coarse mixture, collecting inside of a blue snail-shell. Looking up, Fresh looks at her own personal stat-menu screen, which she had left open. Her soul-points haven’t changed at all. Not since she had gotten her class and not even after using her abilities. They’re still the same strange combination of corrupted values. What does this mean, she wonders? Jubilee had said crafting abilities like this cost soul-points to use, that means that she has magic for sure. But… if her soul-points aren’t changing, then at what cost is she using her abilities?


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~*+- PROFILE -+*~
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 6/6
          

          	
            "FRESH"
          

          	
            SOUL: $%§ / §**+'#
          
        


        
          	
            LEVEL: 5
          

          	
            [image: Img]
          

          	
            STATUS: ???

          
        


        
          	
            CLASS: [WITCH]


            - of the Black-Fountain

          

          	
            OBOLS: 06

          
        


        
          	
            SUB-CLASS: [CRAFTSMAN]

          
        


        
          	
            RACE: HUMAN
          

          	
            [INVENTORY]

          
        


        
          	
            STR: 03
          

          	
            WIS: 03
          

          	
            LUK: 04
          
        


        
          	
            DEX: 03
          

          	
            INT: 03
          

          	
            LOV: 03
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh shakes her head and sighs. But the sigh gives way to another new and even broader smile, as she stares at her handiwork laying before herself. Grabbing one of their other snail-shells, she pulls it towards herself. There’s nothing left to do now but to wait for Ju-


    The door opens and she turns her head, listening to the sound of clinking glass. Jubilee walks in, carrying a small wooden crate, covered with some cloth. They shoot her a curious look. Fresh smiles. "I was just thinking about you!"


    Jubilee stares at her for a second, but then just shakes their head. "I’m not used to forming glass like this, so they’re a little weird looking… But here they are," they explain, apparently deciding to ignore her comment. "Fresh out of the metaphorical oven. But you know these will break, if you see a reflection in them, right?" asks Jubilee, setting the box down next to her.


    Fresh nods. "I saw that your glass does that in the dungeon. Why does it do that?"


    "It’s magic, don’t know what to tell you. Don’t worry about it," replies Jubilee


    Fresh shrugs. "I have an idea about that though," she says, closing her eyes and lifting a finger to wag it at Jubilee. "You look away too, okay?"


    "Uh, sure? Whatever," says Jubilee, shrugging indifferently and turning around. "Just don’t do anything weird."


    Fresh reaches into the box, keeping her eyes shut as her fingers grab one of the slim, but very rough, elongated glass chunks inside. Jubilee had made these with their glass-magic. Carefully, she pulls it out of the crate, covering it back up again with the cloth, still keeping her eyes closed as she focuses on her crafting ability.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand{Rough}]
          
        

      
    


    


    "That should do it…" mutters Fresh and warily opens a single eye. The girl holds her arm back and away from her face, in-case the magical-glass in her hand explodes. Peeking, she looks at the matte, crooked and misshapen glass cylinder that is held in her hand. Light vaguely bounds off of its rough surface, but not in any coherent fashion.


    Carefully, she spins it around in her fingers to see if any reflection could be made visible on the surface of the tube.


    - Nothing happens.


    "…I think it worked…" mumbles Fresh. "JUBILEE! I THINK IT WORKED!" She leaps up in excitement, holding the chunk of glass out to Jubilee, who tilts their head back around to look at it curiously. "Look! Loo- IAH!" Pressing herself forward, Fresh stumbles over the snail-shell, knocking it over. The glass tube flies out of her hands and she falls down to the ground. The chunk of glass flies down to the floor by the door, shattering apart into a collection of tiny shards.


    She lands by Jubilee’s feet, still in one piece.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [FALL DAMAGE: {1}]


            [{5} HP remaining !]

          
        

      
    


    


    "You okay?" asks a very tired voice from next to her.


    Laughing meekly, Fresh lifts her face up off of the floor and looks at Jubilee, who is standing above her, gazing down with an expression that she isn’t quite able to discern. "It worked!"


    Jubilee tilts their head and looks at the box. "Okay, I’ll admit. That was a surprisingly good idea for you to have."


    Fresh puffs out her cheek, feeling a little insulted at the insinuation and lets out a slight grumble, pushing herself back upright to sit cross-legged in front of Jubilee. She clenches her fists and looks up to their mask with excitement. "Jubilee! I have an idea!"


    "You mentioned," they say, looking around the bare room. "Do I even want to know?"


    Fresh leans in towards them. "I got some new crafting abilities with my class. I think being a witch could actually be really useful!"


    "How’s that?" asks Jubilee, sighing and walking back a few steps to win some personal space, fidgeting somewhat uncomfortably as Fresh moves closer towards them. Fresh narrows her eyes and stretches her hand outward, pressing her palm flat against the retreating Jubilee’s front, another grumble leaving her throat as she stares at her companion through her squinting eyes. Jubilee looks down at the hand touching them. "- Do you mind?"


    "I mind," grumbles Fresh, letting go as she turns back to the box, a little indignant. "Did you get the pot and the charcoal too?"


    "Yeah, it’s in there too, but that was just about the last of your money," says Jubilee.


    Fresh beams. "Thank you!" Closing her eyes she digs into the box again, grabbing hold of the metal pot filled with cold water and pulls it out. Setting it down, she covers the box back up once more.


    "So?" asks the annoyed voice.


    "So what?" asks Fresh, looking over her shoulder with a vacant expression.


    "So what are you going to do with it, goo-brain?" snaps Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    Fresh doesn’t respond, she simply turns back forward and starts humming, as she begins to mix the orange mushroom-powder into the water, using her new knife to stir the pot. Grabbing a piece of the charcoal from the box as well, she holds it above the orange-tinged water. "I was thinking -" starts Fresh, as she works.


    "- Oh boy," interrupts Jubilee, who is quickly met with another narrowed glare and puffed out cheek in return.


    Fresh continues, clearing her throat and raising her nose a little. "- I was thinking. We wanted to make the processed mushroom-powder to sell to the alchemists, right?"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    "Yeah?" replies Jubilee.


    Fresh stirs the pot, mixing in the blackened-charcoal into the mushroom concoction. "Well, what if we just skip them too, just like the merchants?"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee, tilting their head.


    Fresh raises her free hand, bits of charcoal dust crumble down to the floor around her. Reaching into the box, slipping her hand beneath the cloth, she grabs another one of the hollowed out glass chunks.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand{Rough}]
          
        

      
    


    


    She then hollows it out, turning it into a long, tubular ‘cup’.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Hollow{Cylinder}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Pulling it out, she inspects it to make sure that it doesn’t break if her reflection shows on its surface. "I’ve been trying to make stuff by hand this whole time, but…" the girl closes her eyes tightly, thinking about the three new recipes that she had learned, when she had gotten her primary class.


    "What’s with that face? Are you dying?" asks Jubilee sarcastically. "Are you ever going to get to the point?"


    Fresh ignores them and dips the glass into the pot, wetting her hand a little but filling the tube with the vaguely brownish mixture, in which heaps of coarse, ashy particulate float. Her hands glow as she focuses. But this time not with the bright aura of the crafting spells. Rather with a dim, dull purple haze.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Minor-antidote]

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-crafting: 1]{Cold brewing}

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Minor-antidote](Poor)

          
        


        
          	
            A small antidote potion, contained inside of a rough glass container. Used to clear minor status effects inflicted by low-level monsters and traps.
          
        


        
          	
             + Cures all minor ailments.


            + Removes all minor poisons.

          
        


        
          	
            - ???


            - ???

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Side Effects Chance: + 30%
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 180 mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    The girl carefully opens her eyes and looks at the orange potion in her hands, entirely free of any floating substances or chunks. Though it does look a little darker than the ones at the shop. Beaming, she holds the wet glass ‘tube’ out to Jubilee. "What if we just make the potions ourselves too?!" asks the girl, excitedly, her eyes shining with pride.


    Jubilee leans in forward, their hands on their hips as they look at the flask. "What the… where did you…?" Their eyes study the potion disbelievingly.


    "It’s my class!" says Fresh, raising her free finger. "Real ’mushroom-picking, cauldron-stirrers’, remember?" she laughs, spinning the finger through the air. Jubilee looks at her face, then down to the potion, then back to her again, as if they can’t process what they’re seeing.


    "What the fuck…?"


    "- Jubilee!" Fresh leans in towards them rather suddenly, causing them to jump back a step as her face rushes in theirs, her wide eyes shining as she presses herself uncomfortably close against Jubilee’s mask. "I have an idea!"


    "How did you make that potion?" asks Jubilee again, pushing her back once again and grabbing the potion at the same time. Spinning it around, they inspect it closely.


    Fresh raises a finger, pulling herself back upright. "I have a magic-crafting recipe, thanks to my class. But the trick was to mix the mushroom-powder with charcoal!" exclaims Fresh proudly.


    "Charcoal?" asks Jubilee, swirling the concoction around.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh excitedly. "Charcoal binds poisons and toxins to itself, so the body can’t absorb them anymore!"


    Jubilee looks at her then back to the potion. "You know things? Where did you learn about that?"


    "Hmm…" thinks Fresh, placing a finger to her chin as she looks up at the ceiling. Her finger taps her chin several times as she thinks. Where did she learn that? The girl looks back to Jubilee and shrugs. "I think maybe it’s my class? Usually it’s a whole process if you want to make this stuff by hand, because you have to strain it and boil it a few times. But if I use my witch-crafting recipes, I can just make it like that!"


    "Huh…" says Jubilee, sounding pleasantly surprised. "So what’s the mushroom-powder for then?"


    Fresh taps the side of her head. "For the great tangy flavor and a heavy dose of vitamins!" Jubilee stares at her, lost for words as Fresh grabs the potion back and downs it in a single chug. Letting out a satisfied sigh after she empties the rough glass vial.


    A single tear leaves Fresh’s tightly shut eyes, as her fists grip themselves firmly together down in her lap, together with the empty glass. "Thank you, Mr. Mushroom…" she hisses through her clenched teeth, trying not to break down in front of Jubilee, as the wet crystal droplets fall from her eyes. "You really a-are d-delicious!"


    Jubilee stares at her. "What the fuck are you talking about? You do realize that might have been poisonous, right?"


    Fresh’s eyes shoot open wide, her gaze as if possessed, "JUBILEE! I HAVE AN IDEA!" She repeats once again, shooting forward towards her uneasy companion who can’t back off fast enough anymore. "Let’s make the potions ourselves! Forget the powder! Forget the secret-mixture! Let’s just do it all ourselves and sell them right to the adventurers! No middle-man, just you and me!"


    Jubilee looks at her, unsure, their body language more than unsettled.


    Fresh goes on, her eyes still just as excited and wild. "We can start with the potions! Then, maybe, I’ll learn some new witch-crafting recipes, so I can process even more of the stuff you find," she says. "Maybe we can make all sorts of things and just sell them ourselves to the other adventurers? Like we said before, but different!" She grabs Jubilee’s gloved hands and pulls on them. "Pleeease?!"


    Jubilee pulls their hands away and shakes them out, before letting out an uneasy groan and turning around. Fresh’s heart drops as Jubilee stands there quietly, their back turned around to her. They don’t saying anything for a time. Did she just mess up? Did she do something wrong? She looks around the room, unsure, only to look back to see Jubilee walking towards the door to leave.


    "W- wait!" stumbles out Fresh. "Don’t go!"


    "Huh…? What?" Jubilee looks back to her, annoyed. "Fuck off. I’m going to check out what a merchant’s license costs," they explain. "If we’re lucky, we’ll get a discount because we’re already adventurers." Jubilee opens the door and looks back to her one last time before leaving. "See you later."

  


  Chapter 28: Dungeon-Math


  
    Fresh hums as she works, her pale hands processing the small collection of glass vials. Making these potions uses more mushroom-powder than she had thought that it would, given their small size and poor-quality. They have eleven more vials in total, after the one Fresh haphazardly drank before. But there’s still enough powder left for a few more potions after that. She does the math in her head, tightly pressing her eyes closed as she does so, so that she can think better.


    If mushroom-caps are worth five Obols each, then these potions would have to be worth more than that by far. Assuming Jubilee could continue making their glass bottles for ‘free’, perhaps learning how to make them a little more… refined. Then she could sand them down into a usable state. They could cut their raw material costs from the get-go. Some soul-points at the very most. So that means they save money there, right off of the bat. Plus if there’s no middle-man and they somehow manage to sell the potions directly to the people, then they could split the money fifty-fifty. Right?


    She thinks. They would have to buy some caps for the vials. Some labels too, perhaps. Oh, that means they need something to write with and of course some glue to attach the labels to the flasks and most importantly, they need permission to sell things to begin with, as well as a location to do so out of. Fresh stops on that thought for a time.


    If Jubilee was being truthful in their frenzied whispers about how cutthroat the merchants here in this town are, then the two of them need to do things by the book. Would they come after them, if the two of them rocked the boat? And what if someone finds out that she’s cursed? What if someone finds out she’s a witch? Would they hurt her? Would they hurt her new friend? Would the church come after them?


    Fresh only just now realizes that she’s never even seen the church here, despite their noticeably large presence in this city. She’s always either only gone down the main street or been tightly glued to Jubilee. The girl fidgets, opening her eyes again to look at the filled vials sitting in the box next to herself.


    The old alchemist woman was selling her minor-antidotes for twenty Obols each. But she’s a trusted source in this town, her bottles looked professionally done and labeled. Would anyone even buy their dinky looking potions? They’d have to sell them for a lower price to even have a chance, if they had to establish the people’s trust first. So… fifteen Obols each? Fresh fidgets. From five caps, she thinks she can make maybe another dozen potions more, give or take. Assuming the worst, that would be a total of… she thinks… fifteen Obols times twelve potions is…


    One-hundred and eighty Obols?


    Her eyes light up as she double checks her math. Even if they split that half-way, they would still each get ninety Obols for only five orange mushroom-caps. Compared to the twelve each from just selling them as is. Fresh’s eyes shine brightly as she shifts around on the floor. Sure, there are some start up costs involved. She looks at her dirty hands. They need more charcoal too. But that’s cheap’ish. Plus food. Water. Clothes and all of the other day to day stuff. She groans, unsure for a moment, but then shakes her head.


    No! This can work! Even if a large chunk of those ninety Obols vanishes into costs, they’re still making a profit of at least double the value of just selling the raw materials. There’s no way that this couldn’t be a lucrative idea, as long as they do it right. Fresh giddily squeezes her hands together and continues filling the rest of the bottles. She also still has two other witch-crafting recipes, though she isn’t quite sure what to make of them just yet. Isn’t there some kind of crafting menu? She’ll have to ask Jubilee when they get back. But more importantly, maybe she can test her moonwater ability tonight? Maybe she can do something with the potions, to make them more valuable? Maybe her equations are already entirely off.


    Her bright smile never leaves her as she finishes her work and then covers the box back up with the cloth. The potions don’t have lids, so it would be bad if something fell into them. She hits her fist into her free palm. They needed to buy corks as well. Another added cost.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Minor-antidote]


            Created: [Minor-antidote](Poor) x10


            Created: [Minor-antidote](Low) x1

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-crafting: 2]


            [Witch-crafting: 3]{Forest Remedies}

          
        

      
    


    


    Humming to herself, she gets up, wondering what she should do now to pass the time? She had given most of her money to Jubilee, to buy the things for this successful experiment, so she can’t afford to go and eat anything and Jubilee is gone for now; who knows for how long? The girl looks around the empty room, not sure what it is that she is looking for exactly. Just something to pass the time. Anything. But there’s nothing here except for the table and the bed.


    "Ah!" Fresh looks around herself as the idea comes to her. She looks at the collection of potions. The old alchemist woman had promised to teach her some things about alchemy if she came by again. Maybe this would be a good time to do that? Fresh thinks for a moment, actually, this might just be the perfect time for that!


    Beaming at her good fortune, Fresh walks towards the door, eager to set foot out into the sunshine outside and to continue her good day.


    But she doesn’t leave.


    Fresh freezes, listening to the vague sound that fills her ears, the whispering of the fog behind it. It sounds almost like flowing water. She stops just before the door, her hand outstretched to reach for the handle. Though she’s not sure why. Her body fidgets as she stands there. Her feet shuffle uneasily.


    - Something is bothering her.


    What if she messes this up too?


    What if she says something that she shouldn’t? What if the old woman asks to see her menu? What if she… What if she…


    Horrified, Fresh looks down at herself, realizing the weight of the mistake she had almost just made. The front of her robe is entirely covered in streaks of a bright, orange powder from the ground up mushrooms. Her hands and arms are smeared black with charcoal dust. Her eyes go wide, her face pale. What did she almost do?


    Fearfully, she steps back away from the door, pulling her shaking hand away as she realizes that she almost did it again. She almost ruined everything again. This time it could have been fatal. If she had walked into the alchemist’s like this… The old woman would have caught on in an instant. Fresh is sure of that. The alchemist had a sharp look in her eyes. Would they have hurt her?


    Fresh’s eyes widen. She would be fine if the worst happened, she could respawn.


    But would they hurt Jubilee too? If they found out? She just doesn’t understand this world at all, anything could happen. Fresh steps back from the door, leaning against the wall behind her and slides down against it, falling to sit on the floor.


    She’s not going to move.


    She’s not going to move from this spot, not until Jubilee gets back. She’s not going to ruin it this time, not now that things are starting to come together. Fresh promises herself that, having learned her lesson.

  


  Chapter 29: F is for [------]


  
    "Hey!" Something grabs her shoulder. Fresh is jostled around. "Goo-brain. Wake up."


    Fresh groggily opens her eyes, lifting her arms to yawn as she looks at the small figure standing above herself.


    "There’s a bed here, you know?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands back onto their hips, as they stare down at the girl sitting on the floor.


    "I was waiting for you to come back," says Fresh, rubbing her eyes. "I didn’t want to go outside without you~" she yawns.


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee somewhat disbelievingly. "You know? You sound really clingy and desperate sometimes," they explain, shaking their head and sighing.


    "Sorry," says Fresh. She laughs and rubs her fingers through her hair.


    Jubilee tilts their head, staring down at her strange expression, but then seems to relent, shrugging. "Look. Go downstairs and get that mushroom gunk off of you before anyone sees it. The guild is empty now." They turn around and go back to the door. "Come meet me at my place. Make it snappy, we have work to do." With that, they pull the door back open and leave.


    Fresh stares after them curiously, wondering what's going on. She gets up and stretches, bending forward to unsuccessfully try to touch her own toes. Something pops in her lower back again and she winces, wondering if she didn’t actually inherit the body of some old woman. Though, she had slept on the floor twice in a row now. Fresh sighs and slaps her cheeks, waking herself up. She heads to the door to go downstairs and wash up.


    Half an hour later, Fresh emerges from the adventurers’ guild and steps into another bright, sunny day. She smiles, closing her eyes to let the sun touch her face for a while. Spring really is lovely here, there hasn’t been a single bad day yet, weather-wise. Lucky for her, she realizes. Opening her eyes again, Fresh looks down at herself, at the same dress that she’s been wearing every day for almost a week now. It still appears manageable, but she definitely needs to find something more robust and more… obscuring. Jubilee knows about tailoring, maybe they can make her something? A shawl at least. She thinks for a moment, but then shakes her head, as she walks with crossed arms to cover the wet spots on her front. She’s not going to ask anything else of Jubilee, until she’s paid everything else back first.


    Smiling to seal that promise into her heart anew, Fresh walks down the bustling hive of the city, heading down towards the dungeon and ignoring the sensation of any watching eyes that might happen to find their way towards her. Soon enough, she finds herself at Jubilee’s house and knocks on the front door. It opens a few seconds later and Jubilee nods to her, beckoning her inside. An old, worn out broom is held in their hands.


    "Hi!" says Fresh energetically, stepping into the dusty downstairs room.


    "It took you long enough," is all that Jubilee says with a very snarky tone, before they toss her the broom. Fresh fumbles, the broomstick tumbling between her hands, as she just barely manages to catch it. Jubilee rolls their eyes and turns around to head back inside.


    "What’s this for?" asks Fresh, confused.


    "It’s a broom, dumb-ass. You can either shove the handle up yourself or you can use the other end to start sweeping," explains Jubilee, waving her off in frustration. Fresh looks at the broom then back to them.


    "Why?"


    "Because the merchants’ guild representative is going to be here tonight with the admission paperwork," explains Jubilee, shrugging. "If your hair-brained plan is going to work, then we need to set-up somewhere and we can’t make a shop in the adventurers’ guild. So -" Jubilee holds their arms out wide, gesturing to the open space and doesn’t say anything further.


    Fresh stares at them for a while, processing. Not quite sure what they’re getting at.


    The obscured figure’s vibrant eyes seem to die just a little more, as nothing comes back from Fresh. The fact that the wheels in her head are clearly still turning is visible in her vacant gaze, which stares down towards the broomstick in her own hands. Jubilee sighs in defeat and lowers their arms, shaking their head once again.


    "AH!" Fresh’s eyes light up and her fingers clench the broom tightly. "You want to do it here!" Her eyes grow dewy as she realizes the weight of this new gesture. "Th-that’s a great idea!" She drops the broom to the floor, running towards Jubilee with open arms, her emotions overwhelming her. "Thank yooou~" The figure darts to the side, quickly avoiding Fresh’s lumbering grasp as they duck out and away from her arms, just in time.


    The obscured person glares up at the confused girl with wary eyes. "If you try to hug me again, I’ll cut you," they threaten sharply, waving a piece of glass at Fresh, who chuckles meekly at the threat, not sure if it's serious or not. "- I’ll cut you deep," they promise, the eyes behind their mask going wide. It’s serious.


    "You’re such a good friend, Jubilee!" laughs Fresh, smiling brightly, taking a moment to wipe the wet out from her eyes.


    They twitch as she utters the statement. Their body tenses up for a moment. But then they once again relent with a final, long and protracted noise that is somewhere between a groan and a sigh. Lowering their arms, they tuck the piece of glass back into a tattered pocket and avert their gaze. "I know I am. Get to work, goo-brain."


    


    
      
        
          	
            [(Jubilee) has accepted your friend request!]

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Friends]{It takes two}

          
        

      
    


    


    "Huh?" Fresh looks at the little window, then back to Jubilee who has already turned their back to her and has begun to walk up the stairs.


    "You do down here. I’ll do the upstairs." With that, they leave, leaving Fresh standing alone down in the dusty ground-floor room. Her eyes slowly go wide as the events run through her mind, as she realizes that she just officially made her very first friend. For real.


    Her fists clench tightly together and she finds herself bobbing up on her heels in joy as she makes a quiet, but excited squeak. This is it! This is what she’s been trying to work for! Something feels warm inside of her chest. Sure, it isn’t ideal. But that doesn’t matter. She’s going to make it become ideal.


    Determined, Fresh reaches down to grab the broom from the floor and with a steeled gaze, sets to work. Promising that she’s going to make this place perfect. The bristles of the broom scratch against the boards as she sweeps. Fresh narrows her eyes. She’s going to do it right this time. She takes a step forward. She’s going to work hard, to feel this feeling that she’s feeling right now every day. The bristles scratch against the boards again.


    She’s going to do her best every day, from now on.


    Her friend is counting on her.


    


    Note for occultists - Friendship 

The ancient Greek goddess Philotes is the literal goddess of friendship. But the oldest actual mythological tellings of a ‚friendship‘ go back much further than that, all the way to the earliest surviving notable literature that we know of. The epic of Gilgamesh, written in ancient Mesopotamia during roughly 2100BC.

In the story (spoiler alert if you aren’t caught up on your ~4000 year old literature) the king of Uruk, Gilgamesh, is confronted by Enkidu. Enkidu is a savage man who was literally created by the gods for the sole purpose of smacking the arrogant Gilgamesh around a little because he was a huge, stupid jerk and the gods were sick of his BS. Long story short though is that Gilgamesh wins their fight, but the two of them become super-bros because they duked it out. Together, the two of them leave the city on an epic bro-adventure after that, forming what we might consider to be the very first ‚hero party‘! The goal of their quest, you might ask? Slay the entity known as ’Humbaba the terrible’. Talk about a name for a demon-king, if there ever was one on this earth!

  


  Chapter 30: The dotted line


  
    "Names?" asks the portly man, his hands running an ornate pen over a large ledger, which he carries with himself.


    "Jubilee," replies the obscured figure, standing there with their arms crossed.


    "Fresh!" beams Fresh over towards him.


    He raises his eyes, looking over the two of them, apparently not surprised. "Adventurers, eh?" His head turns, as he looks around the empty, but pristinely clean, space. "What will you be selling?" asks the man, the representative of the merchants’ guild, curiously.


    Fresh looks down at Jubilee, they look back up towards her and nod. "Miscellaneous goods. I’m a craftsman, so I’ll be making some odds and ends from the dungeon items that we procure," answers Fresh. "Trinkets, processed materials and some other things," she explains, reciting the text that Jubilee had ‘encouraged’ her to learn earlier, word for word.


    "Mm…" mumbles the man indifferently. He walks around, making notes in his book.


    "Are you the owner of this structure? Are you up to date with your property dues?" he asks, with an odd glint in his eyes.


    "I am," replies Jubilee.


    The man responds with another "Mm…" and keeps walking around the empty space. He looks up the staircase. "How many people are in your party?"


    "Just us two," replies Fresh. The man looks at her, but then makes another note and another noise. Fresh fidgets, feeling like she just felt something off in his gaze.


    "It’s rather unusual to open a mercantile venture here, in this particular plaza… you are aware of the risks, yes?" asks the man. Fresh tenses up. Risks…? What risks? She wants to look down towards Jubilee to ask. But a small, sharp elbow strikes the girl in her lower side, before her gaze can wander.


    Her attention shoots back to the man. "Ah, yes! We’re very aware!" lies Fresh. "Super aware!" Another elbow jabs her and she stops, laughing meekly.


    "Mm…" says the man indifferently, checking off some box in his ledger. "Okay. Just remember that in-case of any 'events', the merchants’ guild will not participate in any liability payments. You understand, given the nature of the situation," he says, as if reciting a well-rehearsed text.


    "We do," says Jubilee, waving the man off. Fresh looks around, somewhat confused.


    "Mm," he says again, sounding bored. The man looks around one last time, his fingers running through his thin beard. "Are your dues to the adventurers’ guild paid off?"


    "Not yet," says Jubilee. Fresh winces.


    The man lets out another mumbling noise. "That’s a problem. How do you plan to pay your licensing fees to the merchants’ guild? We’ll need some form of security deposit, that’s separate from your sales-fees, of course." The man thinks, pulling on his mustache. "Purely as a safety for ourselves. You understand." Fresh’s heart drops. They don’t have anything. Or at least she doesn’t, apart from six Obols and some very rough potions back at the guild.


    "We can use the structure as a security deposit," replies Jubilee dryly. Shocked, Fresh looks down to them and gets ready to protest. Her cheek puffs out, as she angrily holds her breath in. She won’t accept Jubilee putting that kind of investment onto the table. Not again.


    "Mm," the man looks around the room. But he has that odd look again. Like he is satisfied about something, but Fresh has no idea what it could be.


    Jubilee lifts a hand, idly, pointing with their thumb to Fresh, just as the girl is about to speak her mind. "- And you can have her," they say, just as plainly and emotionlessly as when they offered the house.


    "HUH?!" shouts Fresh, letting all of the air out of her lungs.


    Jubilee jabs an elbow into her side again. "It’ll be fine! Don’t be a cry-baby! That’s only if we can’t pay them back."


    "Mm," the man looks Fresh over, who crosses her arms in-front of herself. His gaze as if ascertaining her but then he looks away as she glares back at him. "I don’t know…" He opens his book up and flips through the pages, as if searching for something. "Honestly, it’s kind of a gamble, us getting involved in a project like this." Something glints in the man’s eye as he says the sentence however. He looks back to the two of them curiously. "...Are either of you betting types?"


    "What do you mean?" asks Jubilee, very warily.


    The man closes his book and sighs. "Let me be honest, I don’t think this is a good fit for us." Fresh feels a pang in her chest. "But…" says the man. She opens an eye. "It would be harsh of me to shut down two young, starry-eyed entrepreneurs, before they even have a chance." The man smiles out a bright smile, but something about it feels wrong to Fresh and she shuffles back a step unknowingly. It's reptilian. Fake. "Let me offer you a simple wager?"


    Jubilee and Fresh look at each other. The girl shakes her head no, not sure why exactly, but Jubilee turns back to the man. "Go on."


    The man digs into his pocket, pulling out a single Obol. Fresh narrows her eyes. It’s not like the other Obols that she’s seen before though. It’s gold and somewhat larger and flatter. A skull is imprinted on one side of the coin. "You adventurers like your verbal contracts, yes?" Jubilee nods. The man smiles brighter still, as if everything was coming together for him. "The simplest game there is. We flip a coin. If you win, I’ll accept your application for a merchant’s license."


    Jubilee adjusts their mask. "And if we lose?"


    The man raises his hand to his beard again, as if he were thinking. But even she can see that he's just pretending. The expression beneath the hand seems too certain already. "Well, without a merchant’s license, I suppose you won’t need your security-deposit?" he says, his voice also too certain for this to be a spontaneous decision. She clenches her fists, narrowing her eyes. The man raises a hand lazily, sensing her shift in body language. "- Just the structure, of course."


    Jubilee shrugs, rubbing the back of their head. "I gu-" Quickly, Fresh grabs them by the shoulders, interrupting them and pulling them a step back. Angrily, they swipe her hands off of themselves.


    Kneeling down before them, Fresh glares at Jubilee and hisses out a quiet - "No! That's crazy!"


    Jubilee tilts their head to the side and shrugs indifferently. "Yeah? So?"


    "No!" whispers Fresh venomously, not expanding anymore on her thoughts. She isn’t going to allow this.


    "Yes," replies Jubilee, poking a finger into her chest indignantly and turning back to the man.


    Fresh grinds her teeth, a low grumble in her throat as she tries to keep her frustration down. She can’t let Jubilee do something this brash. Even she knows that this is a stupid idea. It isn’t worth it. This is Jubilee’s home, isn’t it? How can they just risk it like this? On a fifty-fifty wager? If it even is one. Why is Jubilee like this? In her frustration, Fresh realizes only a second later that Jubilee probably thinks that about her a lot too. But they could figure out something else. There has to be another way to make this work. There has to be so-


    "We’re in," says Jubilee to the man.


    He claps his hands together gleefully. "Very good! Very good! I like that in some young people. Gumption," he beams. "Some conviction can go a long way, you know?" he says, laughing loudly. But Fresh hates the look on his face, as she glares up towards him from her still kneeling position in the back. He reminds her of a toad, or some frog. He’s going to eat them. She feels it. This is a set-up. Something in her gut tells her that this is wrong, even though she can't nail down what it is exactly. She has to do something. Anything. But what?


    - But what?


    Fresh looks around the room nervously. The man sets his book down to the side, to make space for their wager. "I’m a fair man, here." He holds his hand out, giving the large coin to Jubilee. "Big choices in life should be made with trust. You may flip the coin yourself, if you like." He grins. "So that there are no doubts… you understand."


    Jubilee takes the coin from him and looks at it. Fresh’s fists clench together tighter still as she rises back up to her feet, her heart thrashing fast, sweat pearling on her clammy skin. She has to do something. She has to…


    Her eyes narrow as she stares at the representative of the merchants’ guild. They’re trying to shut them down. Do they know? Do they know about them? Or did they just not want any disturbances in the market? Straining herself as hard as she can, she forces a single finger to rise upward. The digit releases from her own vice-like grip and subtly points towards the man, her hands still held tightly down by her waist.


     


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Jinx]
          
        

      
    


    


    


    The window that appears when she uses her luck-stealing spell is different than what she is used to. It’s oddly pale and translucent and it vanishes only a second later. Neither of the other two seem to pay it any mind, as if they didn't notice it. A strange, tiny string of purple smoke crawls down the back of her leg, as she stands there. She feels it running down her body, like a tiny serpent crawling over her bare skin. Out of the corner of her eye, she watches as it vanishes into a crack, down into the floorboards beneath herself. Fresh gulps, wondering if she maybe did something brash?


    Jubilee seems satisfied with the coin. "So you’ll sign if we win?"


    "On my honor," promises the man, holding his arms out wide. His smile is even wider. No. Fresh narrows her eyes. This was the right thing to do, this time. A purple string rises up out of the floorboards just behind him, pushing out like a worm coming from the earth on a rainy day. It flops around, feeling for anything, until it strikes his boot and begins to slowly rise up his leg.


    "Well. Fuck me. Okay. Here we go," says Jubilee, seemingly without a care in the world. They take a step back and so does the man. Jubilee looks back to Fresh once, but then returns their gaze forward a second later. "Tails," calls out her party-member, as a single chime rings out in the air, as their thumb flicks against the heavy coin and sends it spinning upwards.


    "Please…" whispers Fresh with a breathless utterance, as her eyes are fixated on both the shimmering coin that seems to be suspended mid flight, as if trapped in that time-frozen second and the little purple thread, which is arching backwards like a viper, ready to strike. The coin shimmers with odd intensity, not usual for metal, as the glowing beams of sunlight catch it in some odd way.


    - The coin falls.


    The snake lunges, sinking its fangs into the man’s leg. Fresh’s jaw hurts from the pressure she is pushing her teeth together with, she hates that look on his wide face. That smug expression. He already knows that he’s won. He did something. He has something. Some trick, scheme, spell,  something . She feels it. She's sure.


    The coin strikes the floor and jangles loudly, as it comes to a stop and all three of them stare down towards it.


    A rock drops in her gut. "IAA AAH !" Fresh screams and lunges towards Jubilee, who ducks out of the way. The girl flops down to the ground, falling down onto her stomach. Her gaze rises up to look at the coin, which is laying tails-up between the three of them. "We won!" shouts Fresh. A small boot plants itself on top of her lower back.


    "I won, goo-brain. You didn’t do shit, as always." Jubilee bends over forward, picking up the coin.


    Fresh laughs meekly and looks up and towards the man, who hasn’t said anything yet. Something is twisted in his expression. The smug smile from before is gone, leaving only a deeply sour look in his eyes, which don’t blink. This was something that he hadn’t expected. He was confident that he would win. How? In a game like this? Fresh narrows her gaze, but is unsure. Suddenly, something shifts and a new expression grows over his old one, burying it where nobody on the outside could ever see it again. But Fresh still does, she sees it in his eyes. The fury.


    "Well! It looks like luck is on your side today!" he laughs jovially, bending over to take the coin from Jubilee. Holding it up to his face, he looks at it himself now, oddly close, before tucking it away again. He claps his hands together, still smiling brightly with that fake smile of his. "Okay! Let’s get everything ready."


    He grabs his ledger, opening it up and taking out several documents. "Please sign here. Here. Here." He goes through another few sheets. "Here. Here aaand- here." Jubilee grabs the pile of documents and the wide fountain pen that the man holds out. "You will be expected to pay five percent of every sale to the merchants’ guild, before taxes, you understand? In addition to your dues, which I believe you were informed about when you made this appointment," says the man to Jubilee.


    Jubilee nods indifferently, the pen running along the sheets of thick paper, filling the room with a scratching sound as they write.


    "Mm… What will your venture be called?" asks the merchants’ guild representative, filling out some pages himself in his ledger. Jubilee stops writing, looking down to Fresh, who is still laying on the ground questioningly. Fresh wonders why, but then she realizes that they want her to decide.


    "Ah…" Panicked, she looks around the empty room for a clue. But there is nothing to see, except for the light shining in from outside, from the bright evening sun which pushes just past the massive gate of the dungeon. Her eyes light up. "’The Dungeon Item Shop’!" says Fresh proudly, looking up towards the man, clenching her fists tightly together in determination and pressing them down against the floorboards.


    Jubilee presses their boot down into her back. "The  what ? What kind of stupid, simplistic name is that?! You goo-brain! That’s the du-"


    The man from the merchants’ guild slaps his book loudly shut, his face smiling again as he interrupts. "Very good! The ’Dungeon Item Shop’ it is!"


    "Huh?!" says Jubilee, looking back to him. The man snatches the papers and pen back from them and looks over them once.


    Bending down, he hands them to Fresh, smiling his wrong smile. "Please sign here." She looks at the document and, trusting that Jubilee had read everything, she grabs the pen from the man’s hand, trying her best not to touch him and signs next to her friend’s name, noticing only for a second that the black ink seems to shimmer with just the faintest glint of purple as the pen touches the paper.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Mercantile: 1]{Sign here}
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~+- New Venture Founded -+~*

          
        


        
          	
            ~ THE DUNGEON ITEM SHOP ~


            (+FRESH+)


            (JUBILEE)

          
        

      
    


    

  


  Chapter 31: Moonwater


  
    Fresh sits on the ground, just outside of their front door, staring at the glowing dungeon-gate, which illuminates the plaza with a pale, cold glow. It seems to amplify the chill of the night, tangible all over her body, but especially on her sore, bare shoulders. She shudders and rubs her arms for a moment, wishing that she had a coat, before reaching down and pulling the box of potions closer to herself. It's dark outside. Well after nightfall and the girl yawns loudly, as if to prove that to herself.


    "Midnight, maybe?" she wonders aloud, gazing at the dark sky looming above herself. It's hard to say what hour it is, exactly. After the man from the merchants’ guild had left, she and Jubilee sat there for a while, talking about how to proceed. She had asked again what the man meant by ‘risks’. Fresh looks back towards the dungeon-gate, feeling rather wary about it now. The unlimited potential it had offered on her initial sighting of itself is still there, but now she knows why nobody seems to want to live here, directly around it.


    Because it isn’t just that adventurers go into the dungeon -


    Sometimes… Sometimes on very dark nights, when the moon is particularly close and the stars are particularly bright, shining like a thousand watchful eyes from the heavens above; sometimes things come out of the dungeon too. Dark things, that would creep in through loose windows, shadows that would crawl through tiny gaps in the walls and under doors, sneaking towards the beds of the unsuspecting. This area is where the poor live, the expendable. The dungeon-gate is too valuable to not build the city around, it’s a source of unlimited prosperity, after all, in a sense. But that’s why the merchants are further away. To protect themselves. To protect their wares.


    Fresh sighs and pulls out a single potion from the box. She really doesn’t know anything about this world. It should have chewed her up and spit her out more than once by now. She got lucky is all. But she can't count on that forever.


    She looks at the flask in her hand. These will still need some more work. Nobody will buy these. They look awful. She’ll have to refine it some more. The same with the potion, the mixture, itself. It’s rough. But there's something there to both of these things. They both just need a little more work. Fresh smiles, as she connects this thought to herself and to her new friend.


    - They both just need a little more work.


    She holds the flask up, the moonlight of the half-moon shining in lazily through the rough glass, bounding off and refracting in all manner of directions. ’Moonwater’, huh? Fresh closes her eyes and focuses, wondering how she’s supposed to use this ability? The menu had said that it was a passive trait, but it sounded like something that she had to actually make, so…


    She’s lost. Fresh wishes the black-fountain had given her an instructional booklet.


    Oh.


    She blinks, rubbing her tired eyes. Wait. Looking down into her box, she grabs the giant book, that the fountain had literally given to her, her hands ruffling through the pages, which somehow still feel just a little damp, as if they could never dry. With an excited gaze, she stares at the first page that her finger lands on.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch] - [Moonwater]

          
        


        
          	
            Moonwater is a spiritually charged liquid, usually water, that has absorbed the energetic properties of the moon. The strength of the moonwater depends on the current phase of the moon. The fuller the moon, the stronger the effect.


            Required:


            x 1 Liquid Medium


              Water serves as the best base, as it is pure. But other liquids can be used as well


            x 1 Container


              (Translucent)


            x 1 Moon


            x 1 You


            x 1 Spiritually important item


              Ideally something translucent, such as a crystal or gemstone, though any spiritually important item will suffice.*1


            Instructions:


            
              	Place liquid in container.


              	Place an item with strong emotional meaning inside of the water.


              	Place the container in moonlight.


              	Channel the moonlight’s energy through yourself and into the water

            


            *1 Please read 'Moonwater section two' before proceeding


            Warning: Never make moonwater during an eclipse

          
        

      
    


    


    "Huh…" says Fresh, staring at the page that she had found immediately, as if she had already known where it was. That seems easy enough. It seems like something that even she can do! Although… Fresh looks down at the box, her ingredients aren’t ideal. Jubilee had said there was a fountain on the other side of the dungeon-gate, if she got thirsty in the night. Fresh nods to herself, getting up and taking the box with her and walking out over the plaza. It's the middle of the night and nobody is here. It would be fine if she just gets some water real quick.


    Fresh walks towards the gigantic gate, the entrance to the dungeon and then walks past it, around to the backside, which she just now realizes she has never actually seen before.


    The sound of trickling water catches her ears and she looks towards her side, at the back of the construction. The backside of the dungeon-gate is an entirely smooth stone surface, all the way up from bottom to top. Sitting near the bottom, spanning the width of the gate, is a gigantic fountain. It is simple, but large. Several vaguely ornate figures adorn the centerpiece, water leaking out of their mouths and trickling down into the basin. The water looks clean and clear. Jubilee had said it was good to drink, so it should be fine for this too, right?


    Setting the box down, she grabs the empty pot and dunks it in, filling it with water and then sets it down to her side. Bending downward, she takes one of the potions and, grimacing, pours it out. Jubilee had told her not to drink any more of these until she found a way to reduce the chance of any side-effects. It was lucky that the first one hadn’t killed her. Fresh sighs sadly, watching the orange droplets spill to the ground and seep away into the cracks between the stones.


    Washing the glass vial out, she fills it up with clean water too and sits down on the far edge of the fountain, the pot at her feet, the flask in her lap. The moon shines brightly against herself and she looks around, making sure that nobody is watching.


    A spiritually important item, huh? Fresh thinks. She doesn’t have anything except her dress and… some Obols?


    - Her first Obol. Her lucky Obol! The one she had left after meeting Jubilee. Of course!


    Her hand digs into her pocket and she fumbles around, but then stops, as something else comes into her grasp. Fresh pulls out the iron-key, to the door to the adventurers’ guild and stares at it. It didn’t seem very hygienic but… somehow she feels like this is actually a stronger item for herself. It wasn't just luck that let her get this. She had worked for it. She had proven herself to Jubilee. Sort of. Smiling, Fresh takes the key and sticks it into the glass with some effort. Not all of it fits into the vial, but she feels like it’s enough to ‘count’.


    With a curious expression, Fresh holds the bottle out to let the moonlight envelop them both. Closing her eyes, she focuses. Channel the moonlight’s energy? That sounds a little kooky, even for her. But… well, it's a new world, right?


    She shakes her head, getting any thoughts of embarrassment out of it. There isn’t time for her to be afraid of making a fool out of herself, she has work to do.


    With her eyes closed, she sits there and waits, her hands holding the glass in place. What does moonlight even feel like, she wonders? How do you ’channel’ it? Sunlight feels warm, right? She had felt it so many times now in this new life. Fresh keeps smiling, but her body shudders in contrast. It's icy cold out here at night, especially in this outfit of hers. But that's fine for now. Just a little longer. Just a minute or two and she could go back inside.


    - She focuses.


    Something splashes behind her, interrupting her concentration. Fresh opens her eyes to look at the sound that had broken her focus. But Fresh sees nothing there, except for the vaguely moonlit water of the fountain-basin. As she stares at it, a new thought comes to her mind, interrupting her work entirely.


    - Should she be doing this here? Outside? On the plaza? What if someone is watching her from a dark window?


    Her eyes shoot open to scan the darkness of the square. Thankfully, she finds nobody watching her. But the girl gulps. She almost messed up very badly. Quickly, gathering everything back together into the box, she picks it up and hustles back towards the house, vanishing into the door, which she pulls tightly shut behind herself. The swearing words, flying through her brain, pray that Jubilee isn’t going to find out about her latest blunder.


    With a heavy sigh, Fresh leans against the door, as she comes back inside and then goes towards the right, setting the box down on the wooden floor and opening the downstairs window. Rubbing her head in frustration at herself, she sits down on the floorboards, down where nobody can see her. Moonlight shines in through the open window and she tries again, rebuilding her focus on the glass vial with the key in it.


    Then she feels it. The moonlight.


    It… it doesn’t feel much different than the sunlight does, when it comes to touch her skin. It’s just not as intense or as warm. But, in a weird way, that subtle feeling is still there, that sensation of light finding her body. Like a foggy presence, it feels… distant, cool. It stems from the same place as the daylight, but it’s different. Softer. More elegant. The water of the fountain trickles on in the distance, as she focuses, as she focuses on taking that feeling, coursing over her body and pushing it all into one place through her fingers. Fresh focuses on pushing that sensation into the water.


    Something chimes and she opens her eyes and stares at the glass flask in her hand. It seems to glow ever so slightly. The crystal-water giving off a strange, cold, blueish white shine, as if it were radiating moonlight itself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moonwater](Unique)
          
        


        
          	
            Moonwater has highly spiritually restorative and purifying properties and can be used in a variety of ways. From item-crafting to armor-smithing to cooking, moonwater can be added to any recipe that needs water and will imbue its mystical properties onto said item.


            
Processing Moonwater: Moonwater can be used for any crafting recipes that require water. Additionally, moonwater can be used to anoint weapons and armor. The effects will vary depending on the criteria listed in "Moonwater section 3."


            
Moonwater is safe to consume IF it has been processed into something else. If processed, moonwater will imbue moonlight-energy into the item, equivalent to the strength of the moonwater.

          
        


        
          	
            Moon Phase: First Quarter


            Medium: Water


            Strength: 50%

          
        


        
          	
            If drunk:


            +5% SOUL Regeneration - 12 Hours


            +10% SOUL - 12 Hours


            + Purges dark spirits

          
        


        
          	
            Warning! 


            Moonwater carries a tinge of the witch inside of it and, unless processed or purified, should never be drank by anyone not of their title! Please read "Moonwater Section 2" for clarification on purification.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 180 mL
          

          	
            PURE
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams. It seems a little vague, but this could be really useful! Giddy, she grabs a potion to repeat the process. But this time with an already finished potion instead of just pure water.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Minor-antidote](Low)
          
        


        
          	
            A small antidote potion, contained inside of a rough glass container. Used to clear minor status effects from low-level monsters and areas. This potion is glowing with magical energies.

          
        


        
          	
            + Cures all minor ailments.


            + Removes all minor poisons.


            +2% SOUL Regeneration - 8 Hours


            +5% SOUL - 8 Hours


            + Purges dark spirits (50%)

          
        


        
          	
            ???
          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Side Effects Chance: + 25%
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 180 mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks at the bottle, held in her shaking hands, in excitement. The potion is glowing, giving off a light in the dark room. More importantly, it's just plain better than before, just with this! It lost an entire possible side-effect and the chance of getting any negative effects shrunk by a little too. Plus it still gives some of the moonwater’s properties! Not as much as with the pure-water, but still.


    Fresh swirls the concoction around. This is significant for something which is 'free', right? This had to bump the value of their potions up by something! Besides, this was an already finished potion, that she had blessed with moonlight. What if she makes one from scratch, using pure-moonwater? It would be stronger, right?


    If she can learn to make good potions, using pure-moonwater during the crafting process, then she can make them even better than this for sure!


    Maybe she can use the moonwater to imbue some items with magic? Some trinkets or something? Maybe even a weapon? Would the moonwater have some kind of effect, if she gave some to a smith, to make a sword or an axe with? Can she craft anything like that herself? Fresh racks her brain, thinking about her craftsman recipes and the items that they have left in their stockpile of materials, to see if there was anything that adds up.


    There's so much to do and the night is still young, realizes Fresh, sitting there on the floor during the witching-hour. She beams as brightly as the moon and then sets to work, deciding to first finish processing the rest of the potions, so that she can show Jubilee all of the things that she's made, when they wake up in the morning.


    Fresh has a special idea too, not sure where exactly it came from. Somehow the trickling sound of the fountain, outside on the plaza, has inspired her. She realizes that they still have the blue mushroom-powder and she just so happens to have a recipe for that.


    One that might just work out nicely, together with the moonwater.


    


    Note for occultists - Moonwater 

Moonwater has a very foggy history, given it’s easy creation. Some say that it was ’invented’ during the 1800’s by witches brewing love potions. Though others argue that given its incredible ease of creation that shamans and other ancient mystics have been making the substance for a long time before even that. Moonwater is actually a thing that people still make these days as well. Whether it’s ’effects’ are real or not is a can of worms I won’t open up here. Think of the water as a ‘spiritual battery’ though. If you’re interested in ’crystal woo-woo’ nonsense like I am and want to make your own, then just do as follows! 

 1) Fill clean water into a sterile glass container
 2) Place a spiritually important item inside. Ideally a crystal or a gemstone or something translucent that the moonlight can shine through. But any ’important’ item will suffice. What matters most is how strong your feelings connected to that thing are.*
 3) Seal the container tightly.
 4) Wait for a night with a strong moon. The fuller and closer the moon, the stronger the effects are said to be. Don’t do it during an eclipse though, unless making cursed water is your goal. Which it might be, I don’t judge.
 5) Set the jar out in front of yourself so that it can absorb as much moonlight as possible and focus on ’channeling’ the energy of the moonlight through yourself and pushing it all into a nice little condensed sphere inside of the container.
 6) Retrieve your item back out and reseal the container.
 

 Wa-la. Moonwater. Now what do you do with it? Well that’s up to you. Some ideas - 

 -Do you have a shrine or practice rituals? Use it for offerings or ingredients when concocting spells and potions
 -Add a spritz of it to your cleaning sprays to get that good moonlight energy in your home
 -Add some to your bathwater for some good vibes
 -Water your plants with it if they look particularly sad
 -Drink it. But only if the ’water’ is clean enough to drink anyways. Don’t drink week old, grimey moonwater. Bacteria and fungi don’t care about moonwater and any so-called ’mystical properties’. They’ll mess you up good and I won’t be held responsible because you drank some old jar water.
 

 Like a battery, moonwater will lose its ’charge’ over time and so also lose its potency. Sunlight will destroy moonwater’s charge as well, given the subdued ’softer’ nature of the moon. So maybe keep it refrigerated. 

 *Adding an item to the moonwater is actually a step some people argue about. If this is too weird for you, then don’t place an item inside. But rather hold your hands to the water and state with strong intentions what you hope to achieve with it.

  


  Chapter 32: I made this


  
    The bags under her eyes offer a stark contrast to the sparkling gaze which is held inside of them. This one here. This is the best one. By far. She had saved this one for last.


    Fresh swirls the single, low-quality minor-antidote around in her hands. She had spent the night carefully using her magic to smooth the glass down into a shape, which is nearly perfect. This bottle looks like one that you could buy a ‘real’ potion in, down at the alchemist’s. Well, apart from the fact that the crystalline-glass is matte, instead of translucent.


    Also, it still doesn’t have a lid. But that’s a secondary problem for now.


    Birds sing in the trees outside on the plaza, as warm sunlight shines in through the, once again, closed window. The warm rays gently stroke her back, as she sits there with crossed legs and examines every inch of the bottle, to make sure that it’s perfect. It has to be perfect. She wants to present it to Jubilee soon.


    Fresh had blessed the contents of the potion with her moonwater ability, during the night. It’s a strange feeling, blessing the liquid. In a sense, it had felt like she was draining her own energy to do it and it made her tired. But at the same time, energy from the moon came in to fill what was missing in her body. It was… the same, but different. Like water from two different lakes, not far apart from each other, meeting in a trench in the middle.


    These can sell, thinks Fresh. They really could. They just need a little more elbow grease and they’ll be ready.


    But that’s only one thing. The real seller, the real meat, she’s still preparing. Though, it should have soaked through by now… Fresh sets the antidote bottle down and pulls the pot of moonwater over towards herself, staring at the floating blue powder, that she had sprinkled inside of it. It’s the rest of ground-up, blue mushroom-cap. She had spilled a lot of it over Jubilee, but there was enough salvageable for this.


    Fresh holds her hands above the metal pot, just as a pair of small boots make their way down the staircase.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Minor soul-potion]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-Crafting: 2]{Cauldron Bubble}
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Minor soul-potion](Low)

          
        


        
          	
            + Restores 20% of SOUL


            +5% SOUL Regeneration - 12 Hours


            +10% SOUL - 12 Hours


            + Purges Corrupting Spirits

          
        


        
          	
            A minor soul-potion that restores some of a body’s inherent magical energy if drunk.


            This potion is glowing with magical energies.
          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: None
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 180 mL
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "You’re up early," says Jubilee, walking over towards her and staring down at the pot. "- What the fuck is that?"


    "It’s a minor soul-potion!" explains Fresh, excitedly. "I got it as my second witch-crafting recipe!"


    Jubilee bends down to look at the blue, glowing substance swirling around inside of the pot. "What? No it’s not," they say skeptically. "Why is it… why is it glowing? What are these extra values? What did you do? Soul regeneration? Corrupting… what? What the fuck am I looking at?" Jubilee gets up, groaning as they rub their eyes. "It’s too early for this."


    Fresh raises a finger and bobs her head from left to right with a sing-song tone. "Because of the moon-wat-er!" She leans in towards Jubilee. "I think it’s really good! Look!" she points at the item’s menu screen, which Jubilee was already, and still is, staring at. "It doesn't even have any side effects!"


    "Twenty-percent soul is pretty dinky. Really low-level potion stuff," they say, tilting their head and waving a hand idly towards her.


    Fresh lowers her own hand and her gaze in disappointment. "Oh…" she turns her head to the side and rubs her arm. "Sor-"


    Jubilee interrupts her. "- But these other stats together? Soul regeneration and a bonus to max soul-points for a full twelve hours? All together in one potion? That’s good. It more than evens out."


    "Huh?"


    "How much did this cost to make?" they ask, looking back to her.


    Fresh looks at them curiously. "Cost…? The moonwater is free and you made the glass for the bottle. The only cost we have is one blue-cap."


    "Well, fuck me. How many can you make from the one cap?" they ask.


    Fresh thinks, rubbing her tired eyes. "Uh… I don’t know. I think they use up more of the cap if they’re bad quality?" she guesses. "My best ones are low-quality now. I think if I get lucky and only make them with low-quality, then I can get three potions per blue cap?" she suggests. "Maybe just two though."


    Jubilee thinks, their stance changing to one that is more loose and broad. "If we get some nice bottles and label these, they could really sell. Low-level casters will drool over this stuff!" they say, sounding unusually excited. "Usually soul-potions are really expensive."


    "They are?" asks Fresh.


    "Oh, yeah, the alchemists have the casters by the balls," explains Jubilee. "Only the church gets a big discount on soul-potions. Everyone else has to pay out. A minor potion with thirty-percent soul will go for thirty Obols, easily."


    "THIRTY?!" asks Fresh, leaning forward and almost knocking over the pot. That seems absurd, especially for a low-level potion like these. Are soul-potions really so hard to make? Or is there just an artificial inflation of prices here in town?


    "Yeah," replies Jubilee. "But since ours only have twenty-percent and we don’t have a reputation, nobody will pay that." They think for a second, looking around the room. "If we lower the price a little, then we could make it back in numbers. Especially with these bonus values and since we have next to no costs." Jubilee begins to pace, clearly on to something. "We’ll do the math later, but… fuck." Jubilee looks back to her and nods approvingly. "Good job. You might really have something here."


    Fresh beams, clutching her hands together at the long-awaited praise. "Oh! Look!" She hands Jubilee the low-quality antidote. "I finished this one too!"


    They spin it around in their hands. "Wow," they say, holding it up to the light. "You did good on the bottle. I really like it! It really stands out. But…" They sigh and walk to the door, holding their hand out and pouring out the low-quality minor-antidote.


    Fresh squeaks and clutches her hair in a panic. "What are you doing?!" she cries.


    "It's impressive that you of all people made it, but nobody is going to buy a potion with these kinds of side-effects, dumb-ass. It’s worthless." They shake the glass bottle out and walk back to Fresh, waving her off as they see her quivering lip. Jubilee bends down and dips the empty bottle into the pot, filling it up with the soul-potion. "The antidotes need some more work. But you did good with the bottle and you did great with the soul-potion. We might just be in business here soon."


    They swirl the bottle of glowing blue liquid around. "I know somebody who I can ask about this. Are you going to behave while I’m gone?" asks Jubilee, getting up. Fresh relents with a sigh, accepting this as a partial victory. But a victory nonetheless.


    "Okaaay~" she sighs. In truth she’s already thinking about going to bed. Maybe she can open her window upstairs and just fall asleep in the sunlight? That sounds nice. Fresh yawns. It was a long night. Being a witch is exhausting. Maybe she needs to become a night-owl if she has to be up at night so often?


    "Can the moonwater be used for other things too? Like crafting equipment and weapons?" asks Jubilee, heading back to the door.


    Fresh nods and rises up to her feet, stretching and yawning. "I think so, the grimoire said something about that too," she explains, covering her mouth. She makes a note to herself to extensively read her grimoire, which she has neglected to do so far.


    "You really might end up being useful after all." Jubilee nods to her. "Good night."


    The girl smiles and heads to the stairs, waving goodbye to her friend with a happy smile. "Good night."


    A moment later she goes upstairs, walking past the many still sealed doors and enters into the empty room, which is her own. Fresh feels happy. Tired, but happy. It was a long night. But she earned her friend’s approval. She finally did something right, she finally did something good. Fresh can’t help but let out another happy noise, as she pulls open the window to feel the bright sun on her cold face and she feels a new joy at the prospect of finally getting some sleep.


    Fresh opens her eyes and stares out at the plaza. At the crowd of people all surrounding the fountain at the back of the dungeon-gate. All of them wear robes and dresses and the usual caster fare. All of them babble like the fountain, as they talk excitedly, as they all hang around the mildly-glowing, sparkling water. All of them look at it and each other. Happy, excited faces adorning each and every one of them, as they readily fill pouches and flasks by the dozens.


    She jumps up in shock as a loud crash rings out from behind herself. Jubilee stands at the door to her room, their fingers straining as they clutch the handle tightly. Their eyes are open wide in angry, furious exasperation. "WHAT DID YOU DO?!"


    Fresh scratches her cheek, laughing meekly and taking a step back, the wall at her back. "I… I made moonwater… ?"

  


  Chapter 33: Publicity Stunt


  
    Jubilee and Fresh walk through the busy crowd of adventurers, which is bustling like an excited swarm, buzzing around a hive. Groups of them run back and forth from the nearby houses, filling up as many pots and cups and old, empty bottles from the fountain as they can carry.


    "You think it’s an event?" asks a man in heavy-armor, scratching his head.


    "No… there’d be a menu then. Maybe it was the church?" whispers a girl in a hushed voice next to him.


    A tan-clad elf with a veiled face next to them interjects. "It’s clearly a blessing from the divine," she says, holding her tone as high as her nose.


    Fresh looks at an old man, who couldn’t be more of a stereotypical wizard, eccentrically crying on his knees and staring at the fountain in joy. An annoyed woman stands next to him, patting his back with a heavy sigh and a tired expression, that reminds Fresh very much of the look Jubilee always has in their eyes around her. "Yeah. Yeah. I know. I know," says the woman, rolling her eyes. Fresh looks away, scratching her cheek meekly, feeling some déjà vu.


    Other voices whisper out. The crowd is absolutely buzzing with excitement.


    "With this many soul-points, maybe we can finally beat that boss on floor sixteen?"


    "I haven’t been able to afford a soul-potion for a week," cries a man dressed in black.


    "It’s not thaaat good, I mean maybe…" says a sharp voice from next to him.


    He points at them, angrily. "For free it is! For what a soul-regeneration potion costs, you may as well just buy the real ones!" He waves the woman off. "Besides, it was stronger an hour ago."


    All of them argue and chatter, but the mood in general seems to be one of elation. At least amongst the casters. Their more heavily-clad companions, clearly swordsmen and warriors and fighters of all stature, seem less impressed. Though some do seem to take joy in the delight of their compatriots, or in the loosening of their tight budgets, if nothing else.


    Jubilee places their hands onto the fountain, ready to bend over and look at the water.


    They stop, their body tensing up and they step back a second later without ever looking at it. Fresh looks at them curiously, still scratching her cheek. She opts to do Jubilee the favor and look herself, now that they’re standing at the spot she had sat at last night. How did this even happen? Wasn’t she in the house when she made the moonwater?


    The girl looks over the rim of the fountain and stares into the shallow water below. Sunlight radiates off of its already shiny, glowing surface, giving it a more than holy appearance. Her eyes go wide as she sees the thing too.


    Looking around to make sure nobody is watching, Fresh leans forward, sticking her hand into the water to fish out a single Obol that is planted down beneath the surface. Her other hand checks her pocket, fumbling through the coins. Sure enough, she’s one light.


    Fresh looks at the dinky coin, recognizing it immediately by the scuffs and scratches that it has. This is her very own lucky Obol. The single one that she had left after her admission into the adventurers’ guild. Her fingers clench tightly around the wet coin, as she looks back towards the water. She does her best to ignore Jubilee, who is busy clutching their hood in frustration, mumbling something about how fucked they are.
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    Huh? She looks at the little window curiously. It’s different. The warning is gone. Didn’t moonwater have to be processed though, to become safe to drink for others?


    Fresh places the wet coin into her pocket and takes the ever-damp-grimoire out of her backpack, turning away from the crowd and carefully opening the pages to the section on moonwater and reads it once again. "Unprocessed moonwater decays if left in sunlight…" mumbles Fresh, finding the line on the second page. She reads on further, wondering if maybe she should have read this entire section, before making the attempt, instead of just the recipe.


    Her finger taps her chin.


    Yeah. She probably should have done that. Her eyes read over a line, which details how moonwater can be made at a distance, as long as a strong spiritual connection is present. Fresh closes the grimoire and tucks it back away into her bag, making a mental note to take a day to read through it entirely. Jubilee is glaring up towards her, but doesn’t say anything. Fresh rubs her arm, feeling terrible, but she doesn’t say anything either. What should she do to make this right, she wonders?


    "Ah!" cries out a voice from the crowd. "It lost another percent!"


    The crowd shifts.


    Fresh leans down to Jubilee, hoping to ease their nerves. Raising a hand to her mouth to cover her whisper. "Jubilee. I think it’s fine. The effect is vanishing on its own," she says quietly.


    Jubilee looks around them. "That’s fine, but people are going to talk about this for months!" hisses Jubilee. "Is there anything that ties you to this?!" they ask, pushing a finger into her forehead. Fresh thinks and looks around. Apart from the Obol that she fished out of the water, there was nothing that made them complicit. Sure it caused a little buzz, but maybe…


    "Isn’t everything fine though?" asks Fresh. "It’s not like anyone is mad or upset, they all seem happy." She looks around at the adventurers around them, who are all just excited, but in a good way. She looks back towards her friend’s raging eyes and then down to the thing in their hands. The blue potion from before.


    Jubilee prods their finger into her again, knocking her off-balance. Fresh flails, trying to catch herself. "You think the alchemists won’t have our throats cut, once they hear about this?!" they whisper.


    Fresh catches herself on the rim of the fountain and looks back towards them, laughing meekly. "But it’s fine, we were going to sell potions anyways! Besides, we have a merchant’s license now, right?" she ponders. "Won’t they leave us alone now, if we pay our share of every sale?"


    Jubilee looks over their shoulder, glancing at the large man from the day before. The merchants’ guild representative, who is also eyeing the fountain, together with some very shady looking men at his side. Jubilee grabs Fresh’s hand, dragging her to a spot further away from the people.


    "Listen, dumb-ass! We might be licensed and that means we’re sanctioned by the merchants’ guild to do business. But that doesn’t mean that the other vendors won’t have a problem with it!" They let go of her hand, swiping it to the side. "Especially if you start giving away high-value products for free!" they furiously in disgust. "It steps on some toes!"


    Fresh winces, wondering if this is it. If this is the moment that Jubilee would finally leave her behind. Her mind races. She needs to come up with something, with anything to… to…


    Her eyes wander to the blue potion and the idea hits her. "What if we don’t?"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee with clear frustration in their eyes.


    Fresh grabs the potion from them and gently swings it around. "Jubilee! I have an idea!" says the girl excitedly, thinking that she’s found her redemption. "Do you trust me?"


    "No!" says Jubilee very clearly. Fresh winces. She supposes she deserves that though. But she narrows her eyes and stands up anyways, determined to earn that back, if she ever had it at all. "What are you doing?" asks Jubilee quietly with venom, as she walks back towards the fountain.


    Fresh turns and raises a clenched fist. "I have an idea!"


    "Stop having ideas! Get back here!" hisses Jubilee in vexation.


    "Trust me!" says Fresh, turning her face forward and running into the crowd, ignoring Jubilee, who is running after her. She clenches her fists. This is how she’s going to make it right. They just had to get ahead of it. If they get in front of the situation, they can control it. If they do nothing and wait, it will come back to haunt them. This is risky, but it’s the best move in her eyes. Besides… with this many people…


    - She climbs onto the fountain.


    "H-hello everyone!" shouts Fresh with a somewhat cracking voice. Some of the people near the front of the fountain stop their conversations to look at her. She waves awkwardly back to them. Sensing the silence, the people behind them grow quiet and turn their heads as well. The man from the merchants’ guild is watching her now too. She looks over to the side, seeing Jubilee clawing at their mask in anger.


    Fresh clenches her fists and swallows to unclench her throat.


    "We’re glad to see that you’re enjoying the fountain!" she says loudly. The crowd murmurs and she watches as the man from the merchants’ guild narrows his eyes. "Please continue to enjoy this free, once in a life-time, event!" she assures the crowd, though looks at the frog-like man from the guild as she holds out the potion. Sweat beads on her forehead and she feels her legs wobbling beneath herself. She hopes that they don’t give out right here and now. "- To commemorate the occasion of our newest, cheaper variant of the soul-potion!"


    A single, tiny scream breaks the silence. Fresh goes on, ignoring it and opening the menu window for the potion. "Starting next week, you can buy these at the brand new ‘Dungeon Item Shop’, found right over there!" she points towards Jubilee’s house. She has to seal the deal. She’s sure of it. There are still some skeptical eyes in the crowd. She winks. "- Only nineteen Obols each!"


    Another scream escapes Jubilee, this one more dire than before. She ignores it too, however. The crowd murmurs in excitement, looking at each other.


    "That’s pretty cheap…" says an elf near the front.


    A man in black armor next to her asks. "It has fewer values than a normal soul-potion though?"


    "But it’s like two in one!" argues a caster standing behind them.


    Fresh feels two deadly pairs of eyes on her. One of which she knows that she can placate. With this many people, with this many witnesses…


    - They have to get ahead of it.


    Fresh clears her throat, bringing back silence to the crowd. This is it. This is her deadliest strike yet. This is where her plan comes together and keeps them safe. She hands the potion to a red-robed, wizard-hatted caster, who is just in front of the fountain.


    "Hey, it’s glowing? That’s neat," says the red-wizard excitedly, examining the bottle. The group around her examines the matte, glowing bottle as well. Fresh winks with a smile, raising a finger. "That’s from our secret ingredient! Again. Found only at the ‘Dungeon Item Shop’, starting next week!" She rises back up to her feet, ready to complete the spiel.


    "Of course, none of this would have been possible without the generous sponsorship of the merchants’ guild!" She holds her arms out towards the representative. "The merchants’ guild, alone, generously arranged for this fountain to be blessed for the day, at great personal expense!" she beams. "So please be sure to thank them kindly," says Fresh, lifting a finger and tilting her head. The crowd bustles around the representative and he and his lackeys are quickly swamped by grateful, overly dramatic adventurers.


    Fresh lets out a sigh of relief, as most of the eyes leave her and all go towards the members of the merchants’ guild, who are overrun by handshakes, pats on the back and hugs from the more eccentric types, of which there seem to be a lot amongst adventurers as a whole. Fresh wonders, placing a finger to her lip as she steps down from the fountain. Maybe eccentric people are just more likely to become adventurers to begin with? That makes sense to her.


    She walks over and back to Jubilee.


    "Ah, wait, your potion!" says the red-wizard.


    Fresh lifts her hand. "Consider it a free sample. See you next week!" and with that she walks back over to her very distressed friend.

  


  Chapter 34: Ties that bind


  
    Fresh and Jubilee stand inside of the entrance to the dungeon. Jubilee had dragged her in here after her speech. Their eyes burn with the same intensity that they had, back when Fresh had thrown the piece of bread at them. They make a noise as they begin to speak, a finger raised to point at her from a shaking, tense arm.


    "I… -" Jubilee doesn’t say anything else, but doesn’t lower their arm either. Apparently entirely lost for words, but still angry enough to try.


    "Sorry," says Fresh, rubbing her arm. But then she looks back to her friend with a shine in her eyes. "But it was the best thing to do!" She leans in forward, clenching her fists. Jubilee still doesn’t lower their arm, but their pupils shift. Fresh realizes that Jubilee hasn’t blinked once yet. "I messed up with the fountain. I’m sorry," says Fresh. "But if we didn’t get ahead of it, this would have come back to bite us later!"


    "Why are you like this?!" yells Jubilee, finally managing to make a coherent sentence.


    Fresh ignores their question. "Because we got ahead of it and thanked the merchants’ guild, they get a boost in prestige and we have an entire swarm of adventurers who know about us and our connection to them now," explains Fresh. "That makes us safer than if we tried to keep it a secret."


    Jubilee twitches, finally lowering their arm. "Maybe. Or maybe we’ll just die in our sleep tonight?" they suggest. "That is if we aren’t scooped up and tortured to death before we even get back across the plaza!"


    Fresh tilts her head. "There’s too much pressure on them now."


    "Huh?! If there’s pressure on anyone, it’s on us! Dumb-ass!" shouts Jubilee in frustration.


    Fresh leans back, tapping her head. "We promised to start selling the potions next week."


    Jubilee glares at her for a while. But then takes a deep breath, holding their hands out at their sides to calm themselves down. "If I wasn’t already dead inside from what you’re putting me through, I’d be really depressed by being around you, you know?"


    Fresh grimaces, scowling at her friend that obviously doesn’t get it. "Jubilee. People are going to talk about this. It’s going to be all around town by tomorrow."


    "How is that relevant?! Shut up! Just… shut up. Please." Jubilee sighs and falls down to the steps, placing their head in their hands. Fresh crosses her arms, closing her eyes and ignoring the damp feeling beneath them. The two of them are quiet for a time. The only sounds present are the strange, dully howling ambient winds of the dungeon below and the crackling of the fire of the many torches, which line the rock walls.


    Jubilee’s head lifts from their hands, looking up ahead of themselves as they mumble. "If we don’t deliver… then the merchants’ guild will look bad." Their head snaps towards the girl. Their eyes wide in shock. "Their reputation will be ruined, at least among the casters…" Jubilee jumps up to their feet, scrambling as they point to her in disbelief. "Did you think of this?! You?!"


    Fresh smiles tapping her head again. "I’m party-leader after all, I have to keep my party safe!"


    Jubilee clenches their hood in disbelief. "What the fuck?"


    "Jubilee!" Fresh leans in forward, her eyes wide again, happy that Jubilee has understood her plan. "I hav-"


    "- If you tell me that you have an idea one more time, then I’m going to shove you headfirst in the mushroom’s den and leave you there for the slimes to find!" threatens Jubilee, interrupting her.


    Fresh frowns, puffing out her cheek and letting out a grumble, looking to the side. "…a plan…"


    Jubilee sighs and everything is quiet again. "…Okay. Let’s hear it."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, somewhat surprised as she looks back towards her friend.


    "Your plan, let’s hear it," relents Jubilee, looking away and waving a hand at her.


    Fresh’s eyes go wide in delight, seeing that Jubilee is willing to accept her ideas. "You focus on farming the blue-caps for now," she explains. "The antidotes aren’t worth much until I make them better, but the minor soul-potions are perfect!" exclaims Fresh. "If we make enough to meet the demand, we’ll make a bunch of money!"


    "Go on," says Jubilee, now interested, looking her up and down.


    "We’ll make our share and the merchants’ guild will get their cut, plus the good will of the casters in the city!" beams Fresh. "That’s what’s going to keep us safe. We’ll just be too valuable to get rid of!" she explains. "If the merchants’ guild is backing us from above, even the other vendors won’t come after us."


    Jubilee blinks, staring at her for a second. "Fuck me… did you get a brain with your class?" Fresh scowls at them again, grumbling just the same as before. Jubilee thinks for a time but then digs into their pocket, pulling out a slip of paper. "- Here."


    "What’s this?" she asks, taking it curiously.


    Jubilee waves them off and begins heading down the staircase. "I was going to surprise you with it, but I guess I have work to do now," they say, heading down towards the first floor of the dungeon. "So go pick it up yourself, it’s right next to the adventurers’ guild."


    Fresh looks at the slip of paper curiously. There’s nothing on it but a handwritten number. "Huh? For me?" she feels bad, why is Jubilee always doing things for her? "Please stop giv-"


    "- I’m not giving you shit, goo-brain!" yell Jubilee at her, as they vanish down into the distance. "It was your boss-drop from the flower, I just asked them to make it into something."


    Her boss-drop? Jubilee had mentioned something like that before. Fresh looks at the note in her hand. With that, Jubilee vanishes into the darkness below, presumably off to collect more blue mushroom-caps.


    Her eyes lift back up from the slip of paper. "Good luck! See you at home!" she shouts down after them.


    Nothing comes in response, she’s not sure if Jubilee heard it at all. But she’s glad that she said it nonetheless. Fresh turns and leaves. A moment later, she finds herself out on the plaza again. It’s bustling with as much activity as ever, if not more, as more adventurers now make their way past her into the dungeon and others going around towards the fountain, being dragged there by their excited compatriots.


    Fresh smiles, seeing the buzzing, active world around herself. The mood of the many people in the streets is more than befitting of the brilliant sunshine coming from above them all, realizes Fresh, as she walks down the main street, towards the front plaza by the entrance gate to the city. Looking around herself curiously, she sees the thing. This must be what Jubilee had mentioned.


    Her heart thuds just a little, in a flutter of excitement as she looks at the window of the tailor’s shop, which is filled with all manner of equipment and clothing for casters.


    Clenching her hands together, the note held tightly in between them, she rushes in through the door.


    A tiny bell jingles out, welcoming her arrival.


    


    


    


    The vivid sunlight shining in through the large windows inside of the store silhouettes the many large dolls and mannequins adorning the space, all of them wear all manner of cloth outfits, which range from simple-dresses to ornate-robes, to plain-trousers and button-ups. The air inside of the store is surprisingly cool and, while not damp, certainly on the edge of being called so. Fresh looks around the room, somewhat nervously, her joy from a second ago subdued by the two dozen odd, human-like figures around herself. The fake-people, the mannequins, face all manner of direction, as if mimicking the busy crowd outside on the plaza. Some stand, posed as if talking to each other. Others sit alone in the distance, leaning against the backdrop like wallflowers.


    A strange smell of a sweet smoke fills the air, like slowly burnt wood from a cherry tree. Her boots thud out against the thick, red, decorative carpet beneath herself, as she walks up towards the counter, which nobody sits behind.


    "Hello?" asks Fresh, looking around and then back at the note in her hand. This is the right place, she assumes so at least. Feeling a little antsy, the girl fidgets and looks around herself again, back towards the mannequins, who she now notices all have one thing in common. A single, whisper-red string spans from each of them off to the next. A single thread, which ties them all together, looping only once around each figure in a hidden place. The string wraps around their wrists, just beneath the cuffs of their sleeves, over their throats, just below scarves and wraps, which bury it, as if to hide it from sight.


    Fresh scratches her cheek nervously, looking at them. One in particular stands by the window and is faced to look outside, towards the shining day being born anew.


    "I’ll be there in a second," calls a voice from the back of the store, coming from a small, curtained doorway, just behind the counter. Fresh’s gaze turns towards it and she sighs a breath of relief. Apparently someone is here after all. A figure comes out from behind the curtain. Fresh cranes her neck to look up at them, feeling her legs get a little wobbly and her sense of relief leaving herself immediately. The figure is extremely tall and, plainly put, rather ominous in their appearance. Their androgynous face is pale and indistinct, though Fresh leans towards guessing that the person is a man. A ghostly man, but a man. His limbs are long and spindly like the legs of a spider. He wears a long, gray, slim-fitted outfit. Pressed into his lips is a long wooden straw, at the end of which something burns. A cigarette? No. But something akin to it.


    "H- hello," she says nervously and holds out the slip of paper to him.


    The strange man takes the note from her and looks at it. "Ah, yes. Hold on. We just finished this one last night," he says, taking a draw of the smoking stick. The man vanishes into the back and Fresh wonders what he means by ‘we’. Looking around, she sees nobody but herself and…


    - Fresh’s eyes narrow, as she looks at the mannequins. Weren’t they all facing a different direction just a moment ago…?


    "Here we are," calls his voice out from in front of herself and her head snaps back forward. She didn’t hear him coming back. "As agreed, we processed your boss-core into this." The man holds out a black-cloth bundle and Fresh takes it from him, looking it over with shining eyes as it unravels in her hands.
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    It’s a robe, black. This one has actual shoulders and sleeves. A cheerful cry escapes her closed mouth, as she looks at it in delight. The material is soft, but it feels sturdy and airy. Was this made out of her dropped ’boss-core’, whatever that was? She’s not sure. Though judging by the name and description, she comes back around and assumes that it is.


    The man speaks. "Despite my protests, we opted to make the fabric black, as requested by the customer, so that, I quote -" The man looks over a ledger and clears his throat once, as he recites what is written on the page. "’She can get her fat hands dirty and pull some fucking weight, without being a constant embarrassment to me.’" The man lowers the ledger and Fresh looks at him uneasily. "- End quote."


    She laughs meekly. That certainly sounds like something Jubilee would say. "Do I owe you anything?" she asks the man.


    The strange man looks back to her curiously and waves a hand. "No, as per our agreement, we took twenty percent of the boss-core as our fee."


    Fresh has no idea what that means, but nods to him. "Can I try it on?" She asks eagerly, not that she was ever really big on clothes. But after a week in the same dress, the prospect of something new is more than exciting for her.


    The strange man points to the side, to a curtained stall. "You may. But the measurements are correct. We’re certain, we checked again when you came inside."


    She stares at him blankly for a second, not sure what he means with that. She never gave anyone her measurements, not that she even knows what they are to begin with. Pushing that aside for now, she goes to the cabin and pulls the curtain shut to change, sighing as she escapes the creepy man and the feeling of being watched for just a moment.


    With some relief, she takes the old white dress off and works her way into the new one, taking a second to look at her body, which she now notices is covered in bruises, scuffs and sore spots. But if that’s the only price of admission for this new life, then as far as she sees it, she’s still in the clear. With a smile, Fresh works her way into her new robe, setting the old one down to the side.


    It’s a stark contrast to the white one that she had had on this entire time. But she likes it. In her old life, she only ever wore black-hoodies and sweatpants. Though in a sense, maybe that’s why she liked the white dress too. Sort of. It was so radically different from her comfort zone that she was forced to adapt to it. But…


    - She rolls her shoulders and straightens the fabric there, pulling it taut. The robe really does fit perfectly. Fresh looks down at herself.


    But it seems befitting of a witch. Plus the white dress did get dirty very easily. This dark color will be good, she realizes, especially if she does a lot of dirty potion-work and crafting. Or if she’s being dragged through the dungeon by Jubilee. Besides -


    She grabs her collar, straightening the rim and pulling tightly on the little red ribbon that adorns the front.


    - This was different too. She would have never worn something like this before.


    Looking up, she stares at a foggy mirror in front of herself and looks herself over once.
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    "Bubble-bubble!" says Fresh, not too sure why. But it just seems like the right thing to say, when she sees the witch in the mirror. Her smile grows wider. She wishes that she had a big, pointed hat. But maybe that’s too on the nose?


    With that bright expression, Fresh exits the cabin and spins around once proudly to show the ghostly man. But once she opens her eyes, she sees that he is already gone. Perhaps he was so confident in his trade, that he had already vanished into the back room, knowing that the new robe would be perfect? Fresh rubs the back of her head, but then shrugs to herself. It is what it is.


    She looks around, still somewhat uneasily now though. With a quiet "Hmm," she packs her white dress into her bag and goes to leave.


    Fresh’s hand clutches the door and she pulls it open, though her head turns one last time to spare a glance back inside of the tailor’s workshop. She sees two dozen mannequins, all turned her way, some of them have a single hand up in the air as if to wave goodbye, some of them seem to be clapping. All of them are bound by a single red string.


    Fresh screams and runs out into the sunlight, slamming the door tightly shut behind herself.

  


  Chapter 35: Montage


  
    The rest of the day has come to pass without any further events of note. Fresh sits inside of the house, processing the mushroom-caps, which Jubilee had carried to the entrance of the dungeon for her to pick up and bring the rest of the way back, along with some other assorted loot. She isn’t sure how deep down into the dungeon Jubilee can go on their own, but apparently there are plenty of mushrooms down there, she realizes, looking at the stack of mushroom-caps laying next to herself. Next to them are indistinct heaps on the floor, covered by blankets that she had taken from her room. More unprocessed glass bottles.


    Fresh looks around herself and then down at her new robe, smiling at it, thankful that the black color does a good job of hiding the blue smears. She had thanked Jubilee earlier, but they had just waved her off and told her to get back to work.


    Fresh rubs her face into her elbow, getting some dust off of it, before rising up with the pot in hands to get more water from the fountain. There's still a lot of work left to do. She looks around herself at the piles of ingredients. If they’re going to open in a week from now, they need a large stockpile of potions and hopefully some other odds and ends as well. Jubilee had said there was no need to be secretive about some of her more 'normal' crafting, since her witchiness wouldn't be too obvious, as long as she doesn't do anything dumb. If they worked completely in secret, it would just raise more questions than anything else, if anyone was watching them, which they surely are. So it’s fine for her to work here downstairs in the store, by the window. Especially now that they’re safe from the merchants' guild.


    Eventually, the night ends.


    


    


    


    A new day has come.


    The pile of glowing, blue soul-potions is becoming larger and larger. Jubilee, after coming back from their latest dungeon run, insisted that the two of them bring them upstairs into the pantry, because the blue glow from all of the bottles was shining out of the window and attracting weird looks from the neighbors. Fresh isn’t too sure anymore how many potions she had made so far. It’s an exhausting process. She has it planned in her mind that each night she'll go out to fill several pots with fresh moonwater. That way, she'll always have enough during the daytime to make more potions. Given the varying strengths of the moonwater, depending on the current phase of the moon that a particular batch was made in, they all end up being just a little different.


    So the optimal strategy seems to be to make moonwater during a full-moon, which produces the strongest effect and then to just store as much of that as possible in a dark place.


    Jubilee seems to be slowly running out of mushroom-caps to bring back, having said that they would need to wait until the dungeon resets again. But that’s okay. Thanks to all of her work, her secondary skills have improved a lot. Her crafting has jumped by several levels, as well as her witch-crafting and with just about every upgrade, she gets just a little faster at making the potions and on some particularly lucky ‘level ups’ she learns a new recipe or two.
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    This process goes on for another day, until all that Fresh has left to work with are other odds and ends from the dungeon. Her antidotes have gotten significantly better, but the side-effects are still too much. According to Jubilee, commercially bought potions are so good that they don’t even have side effects. She’s getting close though, but isn’t quite there yet.


    Fresh stares at the heap of goblin-teeth, wondering what to do with them. But then the idea comes to her, though she does think that it’s rather grisly.


    - But what else is there to do?


    Following the new witch-crafting recipe that she’s learned, she takes two dozen of them, not thinking about how many goblins those came out of and how wet some of them still are, simply opting to instead hold her hands above the heap of teeth and to focus on the recipe. As the glow leaves her hands, the teeth rise up into the air, collecting together.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Bone-Dagger]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-Dagger](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A small, but heavy dagger made out of a single piece of solid, dense bone. The sharp edge of the blade seems to glint with an unusually dark luster.
          
        


        
          	
            3 DMG
          
        


        
          	
            + 1 DARK DMG
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.9kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    The dagger falls back down to the floor with a loud clamour and Fresh scrambles back with a surprised squeak, trying not to get cut by it.


    She manages to make another three of them as well, before they run out of teeth. The girl ponders if she should try her ‘item cursing’ ability out. But Jubilee smacks her in the back of the head, costing her a health point after she makes the suggestion.


    


    


    


    Another day passes and soon, half of the week is over.


    Fresh looks around the empty room. Her crafting level has gotten ‘okay’ish’ according to Jubilee, who is out right now, ordering wood. Apparently her class-leveling would stagnate a little now. They still need to make shelves and a counter. Fresh offers to make them herself. They would save a lot of money that way. Jubilee isn’t convinced at first, but relents once they realize that she won’t stop nagging and insisting on doing it herself, so that she could be useful.


    


    


    


    Another day passes.


    Fresh wipes the sweat and sawdust off of her forehead. Apparently, using crafting abilities on wood still makes quite the mess. She sighs, looking around at the floor that she will clearly have to sweep again. But…


    Her eyes raise up with pride towards the simple, large shelf which she had made all by herself. It’s set against the right wall, by the window. This will be their potion section. Jubilee had changed their mind about the glowing bottles, apparently they’re good marketing, as people would always stop by on the plaza in the evening to stare into their window with curious faces. Occasionally, the odd wizard or eccentric caster would come to press their face against the glass, a little too closely, to stare longingly at the bottles. This was always rather awkward for Fresh, who can only ever offer them a timid wave and smile from her side of the glass.


    Jubilee insists that they don’t sell a single potion before the big opening, it would help build up some more hype.


    


    


    


    Another day passes.


    The shelves are done, Jubilee had bought more wood than they needed and so all around the room stands shelving now, as well some waist high bins in the middle of the space. At first, Jubilee asks Fresh what she is doing, building the store up like this. But the girl just winks and says to trust her. Jubilee plainly says ‘no’ to that statement, which stings a little, but isn’t entirely unfair. She couldn’t tell Jubilee that she had watched a documentary about supermarkets once in her old life though, that would be weird. But she could implement some of the strategies that she vaguely remembers.


    Curiously, those memories of her old life are becoming oddly nebulous though. Still, the ideas are there. Make people walk around to the entire store to get the staple goods that they need, so that they would pick other things up on the way. Put the cheaper items down on the lowest shelf and the most expensive ones on the eye-level shelves. Fresh explains these concepts as if they are her own and Jubilee stands there, dumb-founded. Fresh almost feels bad, as Jubilee approvingly praises her for using her brain.


    Once Jubilee leaves for the day to go to the dungeon, Fresh sighs and sets to work on the counter. She had asked if Jubilee could take her down again to get some more levels, but Jubilee had denied her for now. There was too much else to do, they said. Fresh knows that they aren’t entirely wrong. She looks over to her grimoire, that even now after days is still damp. Apparently it just always is. She hadn’t had a quiet moment to read it yet either. Fresh sighs and sets to work, making a counter, promising herself that she’s going to make it good.


    


    


    


    Another day passes.


    Their ‘inventory’ is still rather plain and the shelves are mostly bare, save for the blue soul-potions, which line a full wall, sorted by the strength of their effects, given the variance of the moonwater. The daggers make for good optics however and she had managed to make a few more of them now. Apparently, they're very decent beginner weapons, according to Jubilee. All of their other assorted ‘left-over’ goods from crafting, they have opted to put into the bins in the center of the space, if only to fill them up with something.


    Fresh smiles. Her antidotes are just about side-effect free now too and Jubilee had said that they could put the low-risk ones out as well.


    Each night after their work, Fresh loudly insists that the two of them eat together. Jubilee protests at first, but relents eventually after she starts loudly crying in front of the window. People were watching, after all.


    


    


    


    Another day passes. It’s almost time.


    Neither of them heard word from the merchants’ guild once during the week and she simply assumes that they're in the clear, for now. Though occasionally, they feel a pair of prying eyes pressing themselves just a little too close against the window, staring a little too keenly with an oddly serpentine gaze.


    Fresh’s crafting skills are fairly decent now and she is able to make their glass flasks in more or less with only a flick of her hand. But they still have the problem that they have a very poor selection of wares in general.


    Fresh stares at the block of matte sanded glass in her hands, wondering what to do with it. Bottles are always good, but people don’t seem to want to buy empty bottles. Adventurers have more bottles already than they knew what to do with, since they buy potions so often. Glass bottles on their own are about worthless here, inside of the core of the city.


    The idea suddenly hits her and her eyes go wide.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Chip{Clean}]
          
        

      
    


    


    "What are you doing?" asks Jubilee, standing there with crossed arms, as they watch the girl who is huddled over the large block of glass with a possessed look in her eyes. She shoots a quick glance over to Jubilee, but doesn’t say anything as she returns to her work. Jubilee shrugs and goes upstairs, mostly indifferent.


    Fresh works, tears forming in her eyes as the glass takes shape. "It’s beautiful," she mutters to herself.


    An hour later, the small boots come back down. Fresh raises her gaze and her eyes meet Jubilee’s with fire as she holds out her arms, lifting up the heavy thing that she had spent an hour making. With a strong feeling in her heart, she leans forward towards Jubilee and shouts with a bright smile -


    "BAKAAAAAAW!


    Jubilee stares at the glass-chicken. "What the fuck?"


    "I made a chicken!" beams Fresh with pride clearly shining in her eyes.


    "…Why?" they ask, incredulously.


    Fresh stops, taking a moment to turn the chicken around, so that it faces her and she tilts her head curiously as their eyes meet. Why did she make this? Lost, Fresh looks back at Jubilee, facing them together with the chicken once more. "…Bakaw?"


    Jubilee groans and leaves.


    


    


    


    Another day passes, the final one having arrived. They'll open tomorrow. The shelves are filling fast. Jubilee has brought some other curiosities back from the dungeon, but Fresh isn’t too sure what to do with a lot of them just yet.


    On the final day, the two of them spend some time together, cleaning up the ‘construction site’ of the store. With some pride, Fresh sets to work on her final task, engraving a sheet of matte glass with the name of their store. Once the grooves are made, she takes a tincture made out of a very thick soul-potion and some charcoal and smears it into the rough pores of the engraved letters. It’s a fragile construction, being made out of glass and goo, but it‘s catchy to the eye because of the bright colors, the glass and because it glows all by itself and that’s what’s important.


    Fresh looks with pride at the glass sign, their name standing out and glowing with a dull shine from the hardened residue of the magical potion and Jubilee nods to her in affirmation again. This time she feels that she’s earned it.


    The evening comes one last time and then so does the final night. The store is ready, or as ready as it can be. Jubilee has also brought back some more assorted items from the dungeon. Uncommon drops, apparently. Some clothes, some weapons, some trinkets. They would get more for them if they sell them themselves, rather than to a merchant.


    Night falls and as they say goodnight to each other, Fresh enters her room and flops onto the mound of blankets on the floor, opting not to make any moonwater tonight for the first night in a week.


    Her eyes fall shut in an instant and she sinks into a deep, well-earned sleep.

  


  Chapter 36: Open for business


  
    Fresh stirs, as a loud thudding comes from the other side of her door. Sleepily, she opens her eyes, feeling the morning light shining in through the dusty window. Looking up at the window from the pile of blankets, she realizes that she still hasn’t taken the time to properly clean it yet. All of her work has been concentrated in the downstairs area of the house and when Jubilee had cleaned upstairs, they didn’t do inside of this room.


    Fresh wonders if they actually even did any of the other rooms, apart from the pantry and the washroom, given that there’s still dust on all of the handles. Jubilee had forbidden her from entering any of the other doors in the house though.


    The sharp knock comes again, louder now and clearly more agitated. "Hey! Get up! We have to get ready!" yells Jubilee from the other side of the door.


    Fresh shoots upright in a jolt, her eyes opening wide. Today is their big day. She almost forgot! Jumping up to her feet, she only barely manages to find her balance on her wobbly, sleep-addled legs. "Okay!" shouts Fresh, holding her head which feels a little dizzy from her sudden ascent. The girl stretches, rising up onto her feet as she reaches for the ceiling and then bends forward, making another attempt to touch her toes. Her lower back pops and she winces at this newest back-pain. She hopes that maybe Jubilee can find time to level her up a little more again.


    Fresh slips on her new robe with some pride and then meanders over to the door, pulling it open to look with her sleepy eyes at Jubilee, who is standing back against the wall with crossed arms.


    "About time you woke up," snaps Jubilee, tossing her a small, paper-wrapped bundle. Fresh looks at its contents. It’s a still hot, flaky, buttery biscuit with some kind of thick sausage inside. It smells great.


    "Good morning! Thank you!" beams Fresh, rubbing her eyes before opening them further in wide delight, as she stares at this latest bounty.


    "Yeah, yeah." Jubilee waves her off and turns to go downstairs. "You’re eating me out of house and home, so eat that and then clean yourself up, because we’re open in half an hour."


    Fresh chokes on the bite that she was just starting to swallow and hits against her chest with her fist. Half an hour?! She looks around in a panic, grabbing her bag and then quickly pulls the door shut, eating her breakfast as fast as she can while she sprints to get ready for the day.


    Voices can be heard outside, signaling that the plaza is slowly starting to fill with the usual bustling crowd. The constant sunshine of the evergreen-spring has returned once again. Fresh wonders if spring is just always really nice here, or if she’s just been lucky so far? Though now that she has a roof over her head and a book that she wants to read, she wouldn’t mind there being a rainy day once in a while.


    Twenty minutes later, once she has finished washing up, Fresh stands in the middle of the downstairs space. Jubilee is straightening out the last few details and they stop to stare at one of the glass-chickens that is standing on a shelf next to a dozen others and take a moment to adjust it an inch to the right, so that the light reflects just a little better off of its matte surface.


    Satisfied, they nod to it and turn around to stare as Fresh walks towards the window to look outside, walking with closed eyes and humming. It’s a little embarrassing, but she’s in such a good mood that she doesn’t even care if Jubilee hears her do it.


    Feeling the sun on her face, she opens her eyes and reels back a step. "IAH!" Fresh stares at the face pressed against the glass, watching her curiously. One of the casters. Though they seem oddly familiar. Taking a deep breath, Fresh calms herself and smiles an uneasy smile as she waves to the figure. A red-robed wizard. "They’re very excited…" she says to Jubilee, uneasily.


    "Well, casters are usually… mm… well, it’s complicated," sighs Jubilee. "Let’s just say that hefting a heavy sword and armor around all day, covered in blood and guts, grounds you a little, character-wise." Jubilee shrugs. Fresh turns her head to look back at Jubilee. "Casters just kind of, you know, use magic for everything." They adjust the chicken again, looking at it curiously with their hand on their chin, as if trying to identify a problem. "So they get a little airy in the head, you know?" They rotate the chicken back like it just was a second ago. "Sometimes you just need a good punch in the face to help you become a more sensible person." They turn the chicken one last time and step back a few steps, seemingly satisfied now. Jubilee looks back to her and points. "Maybe a few knocks to the head would do you some good too."


    Fresh laughs meekly, scratching her cheek and changing the subject. "So what’s the plan?"


    Jubilee walks across the room. "The plan is, we open the doors, people come in and take stuff and then give us money for it."


    Fresh nods, following after them to the counter. It’s a good plan. "What if someone wants to sell us something?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    "What if someone wants to sell us… you know… dungeon stuff?" asks the girl curiously.


    Jubilee’s eyes twitch as they look up to her. "We only buy things that we can use. Mushroom-caps. Teeth. If you get offered anything else that you think you can make into something valuable, then let me know. Otherwise tell them to go down the street."


    Fresh thinks, tapping her chin. "What if someone tries to steal something?"


    "What…?"


    She looks at Jubilee, raising a finger. "You know, like a thief?"


    Jubilee shakes their head. "I wouldn’t worry about it."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    "Look. The merchants’ guild has a reputation, you know what that reputation is?"


    "A bad one…?" guesses Fresh.


    Jubilee crosses their arms and shakes their head. "No, dumb-ass. The people love the merchants’ guild."


    "Huh? Oh."


    Jubilee looks to the side. "They don’t know what you and I know," explains Jubilee. "We’re in deep and I knew a lot before this all happened. But most people don’t. But you know who knows what the merchants’ guild does with thieves?" Fresh thinks for a minute, but doesn’t come up with an answer. Jubilee sighs. "The thieves’ guild."


    "- There sure are a lot of guilds…" remarks Fresh. "Isn’t it against the idea of being a thief if there is a whole guild for it?" she wonders out loud.


    Jubilee locks their hands onto their hips. "Look, just don’t worry about it. They have an… understanding between themselves and we can leave it at that." Jubilee looks to the door. "Are you ready?"


    Fresh perks up, clenching her fists. "You’re gonna stay here today, right?" asks the girl, somewhat worried about messing things up if she’s by herself.


    Jubilee waves her off and walks back around towards the door. "Uh? Yeah, you think I’d leave you here alone?"


    Wet wells in Fresh’s eyes at her friend’s statement. "I can always count on you, Ju-!"


    "- I bet you’d do something dumb if I left, like starting to giving away our stuff for free. Or burn down the house."


    Fresh lowers her hands in resignation and rubs her arm, looking away. "You could have just not been mean that time," she mutters, with a somber expression. Jubilee stares back at her, a hand on the door. The room is quiet. But the buzzing of many voices outside gives the tension a very strange atmosphere.


    "Sorry," says a tense voice from the door. Fresh looks back up to them. They seem to be straining themselves to speak as they look away, back towards the door. "Let’s… both do our best, okay?"


    Fresh’s eyes widen and she places her palms onto the counter. "Okay!"


    Taking a final breath, Jubilee opens the door.


    The world erupts into a burst of sunlight, colors and noise as the door swings open wide. Fresh stares in bewilderment as the crowd of colorfully-clad adventurers bustle and fight against each other. The red wearing wizard-girl and a particularly large man fight each other to be the first one inside and they wedge themselves into the door-frame, the rest of the crowd pushes in from behind them.


    "Get out of the way!" strains the wizard, doing pretty well considering her disadvantage in size against him.


    "You get out of the way, pipsqueak!" growls the man


    "Both of you get out of the way!" barks an older man in a white-robe behind them and barrels in between both of them. All three of them fall to the floor, just as Jubilee steps to the side to get out of the way. Fresh looks at the three of them, fairly certain she’s seen them around town before. Or maybe in the adventurers’ guild? She isn’t sure anymore.


    "Good morning, welcome!" calls Fresh out to the crowd, not sure what else to do, honestly. She’ll leave any rough stuff to Jubilee if she can, decides Fresh, as she watches the tussle.


    The others behind them enter, thankfully not stampeding over the first three, who then rise up back to their feet and brush themselves off. The first of the crowd already makes a clear beeline for the potions, though some stop on their way to look at the other odds and ends that they had managed to procure for today.


    "Ah! They’re so cute!" says a giant of a woman, wearing leather and carrying a sword that is so massive, that Fresh is sure that she herself would never be able to lift it, even if she got to level one-hundred. The giant, that Fresh would at first glance call an orc, is leaned over forward, gushing over the glass-chickens. Fresh beams. Clearly, the orc is a woman of refined tastes. While their companion is doing the same over the potions, sparing a moment to glance over to them.


    "They’re just chickens," they say.


    "They’re just potions," snaps the orc back at them in a sassy tone.


    A man stands near the door, looking at the daggers. "How did they make this out of bones? It looks like one long piece? I’ve never seen a dagger like this."


    "Maybe it’s dry-crafted from a single giant bone?" asks a whispering voice next to him.


    "That seems like a lot of work," says the man as he looks at one of the bone-daggers.


    The woman next to him points out, looking at the menu of the item. "Look! It does dark damage!"


    "Huh? How did they… It's not even enchanted?" The man inspects it closely. "…This could be really useful for floor thirteen…"


    Fresh can barely keep up with all the people walking around, looking at the assorted items. A girl walks up to the counter, the first of many, holding an armful of the blue, glowing flasks. "Hello!"


    Fresh turns her attention to her, recognizing her as the same red-wizard she gave the free potion to a week before, the one who always had her face glued to the window, the one who got into a fight just now by the door. "Ah! Hello! So you liked the potion?" she asks, as the wizard sets down the five bottles that she has onto the counter.


    The wizard nods excitedly. "Yeah! With a days worth of soul-regeneration, I got really far down into the dungeon! I even beat the boss on floor eight by myself!"


    Fresh leans in forward herself, her own fists clenched in the same shared excitement as the two of them share the same body language. "Really?! That’s great!" She looks down to the five potions and thinks for a second. Nineteen each. Uh… her gaze softens.


    "That’ll be ninety-five Obols," says a voice next to her, as she feels an elbow jab into her side. Fresh laughs meekly, straightening her posture out and looking back towards Jubilee. With a nod the wizard slaps a single, large, silver coin onto the counter. Fresh stares at it curiously, but Jubilee takes it and slides five small, bronze ones back over in turn.


    "Thank you!" says Fresh, waving happily to the wizard as she grabs the five potions and beams just as brightly, turning to leave the store. Not two seconds later, the old man in white comes with his own handful of potions and an antidote. The line seems to be growing longer very quickly as everyone gets their things. Coins clink in the bowl beneath the counter as the two of them work. The bowl is growing fuller by the minute, filling with more coins than Fresh has ever seen in her new life and people are still coming in and out of the store non-stop.


    Jubilee seems to be doing most of the work at first. But shortly, after a few minutes, Fresh seems to get a grasp on the numbers at play here and takes over the counter. Letting Jubilee go upstairs to get more things from their pantry to restock the quickly emptying shelves.


    The minor soul-potions are the real bread and butter of the operation so far. Sometimes an antidote will come across the counter as well and sometimes a bone-dagger. Fresh beams with particular pride in her eyes as the giantess comes with a glass-chicken under her arm. The two of them gush about it together, until Jubilee returns and nudges Fresh again, pointing towards the long line of agitated faces forming in the room.
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  Chapter 37: Dark Clouds


  
    Several hours have passed and it is now just beyond the start of the evening. Fresh looks at the gray-clad man, standing there with crossed arms, her face somewhat agitated as she stares at what appears to be their last customer of the day.


    "I'll give you forty," he says, upping his offer from before.


    Fresh raises a finger, pointing at the bone-dagger with her other hand. "It costs forty-nine though."


    "Fine, forty-two."


    The girl rubs the back of her head and meekly smiles. "It costs forty-nine Obols."


    The man opens an eye and grumbles in agitation.


    An equally agitated voice calls out from across the room. "Listen you schmuck! This isn't a bazaar! No haggling!"


    He shoots an annoyed glance at Jubilee, who stands there with their hands on their hips. Muttering under his breath, he slaps the last seven coins down onto the counter and takes the dagger with him as he leaves.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Sold: 1x [BONE-DAGGER](Normal)


            for


            {49} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    "Thank you, come again!" calls Fresh after him, waving to the muttering man, who doesn't respond. Walking after him, looking around the ransacked room, she shuts the door and falls back down against it, holding it closed as she slides down towards the ground. A long, exhausted breath leaves her body, like the departing soul of a warrior, slain on a battlefield, wafting out of their mouth together with their final, dying moment.


    It is late in the day. The hours had flown by with incredible speed. Fresh barely remembers any of it. She opens her eyes and looks around the store and at the mostly bare shelves. Apparently she had survived today, but she really doesn’t remember doing so. It’s just a flash in her mind’s eye. A jumble of colors. Of voices. Of people. Even if she feels like she just came down the stairs ten minutes ago, that was more than ten hours ago now.


    A bunch of coins clink with a sharp jangle, rousing her from her dazed state of exhaustion. With tired eyes and a sore neck, Fresh lifts her head and looks up towards Jubilee, who is laying out a heap of coins onto the counter and sorting through them.


    "Jubileee~" cries the girl.


    "What?"


    "I’m tiiired~" she sighs, letting her head tilt forward. "Being a shopkeeper is harder than going into the dungeon."


    Jubilee tilts their head, looking back to her. "Well yeah, because you never did anything productive down in the dungeon to begin with?" they suggest, turning their gaze back to keep sorting the coins. "You did good today."


    Fresh beams with pride, her eyes closed, her fingers running over the cover of the damp-grimoire in her lap. She had brought it with her downstairs, in hopes of being able to read it in any idle times where nobody came by. But there wasn’t a single minute like that today. From the second they had opened until their closing just now, the store was packed full of people. She looks around. The wooden floors, which she had swept so meticulously, are filthy, including the spot that she’s sitting on right now. The shelves, which she had worked for a week to stock, are now mostly bare.


    Just about every potion they had is gone, even the antidotes. Just about every dagger is gone. Fresh narrows her eyes in annoyance when she sees that most of the chickens are still there though. She sighs. "Some people just can’t appreciate art."


    "What?" asks Jubilee, not bothering to look as they sort the pile of coins.


    "Can we eat something?" asks Fresh, pulling herself up onto her shaking legs. "I’m starving."


    "We can," says Jubilee, sliding another coin to a separate pile. Fresh smiles with joy as she walks up to her companion, who then expands. "As soon as we’ve finished."


    Fresh winces. "Finished?"


    "Yeah. We need to get ready for tomorrow." Fresh feels a pang of deep pain in her soul. "We need to clean again, the floors are filthy." The girl stumbles, bending over to grab onto the counter. "We bought a ton of loot that needs to be processed, which only you can do." Her legs give out and she falls to her knees, falling forward against the counter. "Plus the shelves need to be restocked. Which means you need to make more bottles too."


    Fresh falls back down into the same position that she was sitting in by the door, only now against the counter, next to Jubilee. Her eyes are damp with tears. "Also, we need to figure out where to put this money. I’d suggest putting most of it into the guild. One of the perks of joining is that they work as a bank," explains Jubilee.


    "I’m hungry."


    Jubilee sighs and turns to look out of the window at the evening sun. "Look, we’re still going to need a few hours. But… considering your shit stats, you really powered through."


    Fresh beams and speaks with exhaustion. "I tried my best!"


    "I saw. Here." Jubilee hands her a single coin, a silver one, like the one the wizard had paid for their potions with at the start of the day. "This one is worth a hundred Obols." Fresh stares at the thing wide-eyed, despite having seen dozens of them today.


    "Is this my share?" she asks, taking the coin with gleaming, grateful eyes and shaking hands. One-hundred Obols?! She had never had this much money before…
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    Their companion stares at her for a second, lost, and then back to the mountain of coins next to them and then back to her, gesturing with open arms towards their obvious bounty. "What? No, dumb-ass. We both made way more than this today, but we’ll do the math once I finish sorting." Jubilee shakes their head. "If you want, the street vendors should still be open for another half hour. Go find us something to eat." Jubilee turns back to the coins. "I’m getting sick of bread and dry fruit, so maybe see if you can’t get something more interesting."


    The prospect of something more nourishing than their dried staples is greatly exciting for her as well, overpowering the fact that she apparently had even more money than this. With new vigor, Fresh rises up to her feet, walking around the counter to grab her bag and packing her things in it. "Okay, I’ll be back in a bit!"


    "Yeah, don’t do anything stupid."


    "I won’t!" says Fresh, smiling and feeling herself become filled with a new determination, brought on by the prospect of dinner. She clenches her shaky fists as she stands in front of the door, deciding that she’s going to find them something nice to eat and then she’ll help Jubilee finish the rest of their work, so that they can do this again tomorrow!


    She opens the door and steps outside.


    A waft of cool, dusk air comes to run against her body, touching the skin of her face with its damp chill. Thankfully, she as a whole feels much warmer now, because of her new robe and even though she still feels the cold through the fabric, it’s far more bearable than it was in her old outfit, which she had stashed up inside of her room. With excitement in her tired eyes, Fresh turns right and goes down towards the front plaza.


    Another draft of wind comes to pass by her as she walks and the girl can’t help but turn her head, to look back towards the glowing gate of the dungeon, which sits there in the middle of the plaza. Somehow it appears rather ominous.


    Next to nobody is around the streets anymore at this hour, save for the occasional gestalt weaving in from one alley to vanish into the next. She stares at the dungeon, not quite sure why. But something draws her attention to it. Something… indistinct. The trickling of water, coming from behind it? Maybe? Hmm… Fresh can’t place her finger on what it is that’s bothering h-


    "Oh, look at you!" says a voice from in front of her.


    Fresh jumps with a slight squeak, shocked awake from her drifting thoughts, as she stares at the old woman standing in front of her. Puzzled, she looks her over for a second but then recognizes her in the dim evening glow of the world as the old woman from the potion shop that Jubilee had taken her to. Donata, the alchemist.


    "It seems you were serious about not wanting to be an adventurer," says the old woman with an odd smile, tilting her head with closed eyes. "You’ve made quite a splash… Those are quite the interesting wares you have."


    Fresh stares at her curiously, but then smiles brightly. "Ah! Hello! Thank you, it’s been really hard!" The girl rubs her head. "You scared me, how are you?" she asks, laughing meekly.


    Donata opens her eyes, narrowing them as she glares at the girl. "Oh, you know. It was a slow day today, so I had a lot of time to think."


    Fresh tilts her head, placing a finger up to her lip, not reading the situation in the least. "That’s nice! We were swamped, so I didn’t have a second to breathe," she sighs. "Ah!" The girl leans forward towards the old woman, clenching her fists as her bright eyes shine. "Will you still teach me about alchemy sometime, please?"


    A dog, or at least some creature that sounds like one, barks in the distance. It is the only audible sound on the quiet street, apart from the sharp crack that then shoots through the air like the strike of a whip. "DON'T TOY WITH ME, GIRL!"


    Fresh stumbles back, holding a hand to her stinging, red cheek, looking back at the old woman in shock and confusion, through her damp eyes. "-Teach you about alchemy?! I don't know what your secret is, but -" A chime makes itself heard as her combat screen appears. Fresh’s eyes go wide, as the fearful realization dawns on her that the furious old woman is about to see her low health-points, her distorted soul-values.


    She needs to stop her. Time seems to slow, as Donata, glaring with venom, begins to turn her head towards the right, towards the combat menu that hovers at their side.


    Fresh’s hands shake as she realizes in that moment that she needs to protect her secret, she needs to protect their secret. But she’s too weak. What would Jubilee do? What would…


    - Her fingers lock themselves down tightly and a wordless shout leaves her mouth, as her fist flies out with a loud crack and she punches the old woman straight in the face with everything she has left in her weak body.


    The hunched-over, elderly woman stumbles and falls down to the ground, dazed, and Fresh quickly swipes away the now renewing combat menu, before she can reopen her eyes. Donata falls to the dirt, glaring up towards her. "YOU USURPING LITTLE BI-"


    Fresh clenches her fists, she can’t be Fresh now. She can’t be herself now. She has to be someone stronger. Someone colder. Someone harsher. Is this what Jubilee was warning her about? Was the old woman trying to threaten her? Threaten them? She has to get out of here, before it escalates. What would Jubilee do? What would Jubilee say? What would…


    Fresh narrows her eyes and plants the sole of her boot on the old woman’s chest, pressing her back down into the dirt just as she starts to get back up.


    "Shut the fuck up!" yells Fresh through tears, channeling as much of Jubilee's personality into herself as she can pretend to, as she pushes the elderly woman back down. She points down towards the old alchemist beneath her with a shaking arm. "if you cross the line one more time-" Fresh leans downward, her boot pressing against the old woman’s ribs. "I’ll cut out your eyes, brew them into a potion AND SHOVE IT UP YOUR ASS!" she screams at the alchemist, her own nails digging into her palms and her eyes filling with a feigned malice that is foreign to her.


    The street is quiet, apart from the sound of the trickling fountain behind the dungeon-gate, the splashing of the water seems to be unusually loud tonight, to be able to be heard this far away.


    Inhaling sharply, Fresh looks away from Donata and steps off of her to continue quickly walking down the street, before the old woman can see her cry. She hopes she didn’t break anything or leave a bruise. She didn’t want to be mean. But she had to. She had to. It’s like with the goblin. It’s like with the goblin, Fresh tells herself over and over. The pressing of her nails into her own hands begins to sting a little.


    Fresh ducks away into a side alley, leaving the sight of two separate pairs of eyes watching her from behind, as she leans against the wall and cries where nobody can see her do so.


    Five minutes later, once she has managed to calm herself, she peeks out of the alley and heads down towards the plaza. Still determined to get her friend and herself something nice to eat, despite her shaking legs and hands and heart. There’s still so much work left to do and the night is still young. She looks up to the darkening sky and sees the thick, heavy clouds starting to come together. A storm is brewing in the dusk above her head.

  


  Chapter 38: A brewing storm


  
    Thunder crashes loudly outside of the house, the barreling roll of the deep tremor shakes the glass of the windows as it passes over the world. It isn’t just raining outside, it’s pouring in a torrential, sudden downfall, which seems to have come entirely out of nowhere. Water crashes down from the sky and the dewy nighttime air manages to easily find its way inside of here, as it simply seeps in through the thin, weak walls of the rickety house.


    Fresh shudders, wrapping her arms around herself, glad that she has actual sleeves now, as well as a place to stay.


    Looking back behind herself, she stares at Jubilee, who is finishing up the sweeping. It’s about two hours later now, since they had closed the store and since Fresh had returned from her stressful shopping trip.


    Weakly smiling, she shifts her gaze to the two empty bowls on the counter. She had managed to find a little tavern that made hot stews and for an extra few Obols, she even managed to convince them to let her take their bowls, so that she could bring it back home. Takeout isn’t a big concept here, apparently. Maybe that could be an interesting avenue for the future, she wonders? But for now, all that matters is that it was real food; thick, hot and nourishing. They had eaten together in their usual ritual, although today, the two of them were separated by the counter, rather than the bed.


    It was her first real, satisfying meal since she had arrived. Assuming Mr. Mushroom doesn’t count. She isn’t sure if he does.


    Getting back to the pile of blue mushroom-caps that they had bought during the day, she sits back down on the, now freshly swept, spot and returns to her work, listening to the heavy rain outside, which falls with such energy, that one might think it is trying to cleanse the world. She didn’t tell Jubilee about her encounter with the alchemist. She isn’t sure if she should or not. Obviously the smart thing to do would be to be honest and to tell them. But on the other hand…


    Did she do something wrong? She had hit the woman and threatened her. But then again, the woman had more or less done the same to her first, if not perhaps with more subtle tactfulness. It was a dangerous situation, if Donata, the alchemist, had seen her menu, it would have been a real problem. But… Fresh wonders if she didn’t channel just a little too much Jubilee into her actions.


    She sighs and grabs a mushroom-cap, returning to her work and making more powder for fresh potions. Thankfully, she has moonwater left upstairs. During the last full moon, she had opted to make a larger quantity and though it was losing its potency quickly, the full strength moonwater will stay good for a while, if kept in the dark.


    Besides -


    A crash of thunder shakes the world, Fresh flinches, squealing in surprise.


    - After the mishap with the fountain, she isn’t sure if maybe trying to make moonwater in the rain is a bad idea or not? What if the rain itself gets ‘moonwatered’? It would seep into everything. Maybe that isn’t even possible and she’s being absurd, but Fresh thinks that she’d rather be safe than sorry this time. She wonders what would happen if she tried to make moonwater in a lake? Or in the ocean?


    Maybe it would be best not to find out.


    "It’s good that we can just buy the mushroom-caps now," says Fresh, trying to get rid of the thoughts that she’s having. "Then we don’t even have to leave the building to get anything to make the potions!" She thinks, placing a finger to her lips. "Except wate -"*ptttbht* Fresh blows her lips, wiping her face on her sleeve, as she gets some of the blue mushroom-powder on her tongue, which seems to tingle just a bit now.


    "Yeah, it’s pretty efficient," says Jubilee, agreeing with her, as they finish sweeping the last corner of the store. "So, listen. We made some good money today."


    "We did?" asks Fresh, more for the sake of asking than out of shock.


    "Yeah. Look around, dingus, there’s basically nothing left."


    Fresh sighs. "It’s a good thing I made so many potions last week. We still have some upstairs in the pantry," she says. "Plus with these new ones, we should have enough. I can make a few more daggers too, they seemed popular," suggests Fresh.


    Jubilee leans the broom against the wall. "Yeah, we had a few low-level adventurers looking at them, but I also saw someone from the thieves’ guild buy one."


    "Huh?" Fresh perks up. "The thieves’ guild?"


    Jubilee waves her off, seeing her worried expression. "Don’t worry about it. They’re always interested in new ‘thiefy’ things," explains Jubilee. "Daggers just so happen to be their favorite implements." Jubilee grabs the two empty bowls. "Besides, dark damage on such a cheap weapon? That’s a cloak’s wet dream. Though…" They look around the room for a second, gathering their thoughts. "- the church won’t be happy about it. But you know, fuck ’em."


    Fresh scratches her head, getting some of the blue-powder in her hair. "’Cloak’?"


    "Oh. Just some adventurer jargon for the shady night-types."


    "Oh," says Fresh, watching the fully cloaked Jubilee walk up the stairs. Shrugging, she returns to her work, deciding not to point that out.


    It takes another few hours until everything else is finished. But with some effort, the shelves are once again restocked with fresh, glowing potions. New daggers are hung on the little mounts. The glass-chickens, having been only a handful short, aren’t replenished, but have at least rearranged by Jubilee to look orderly.
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    Jubilee seems to have a real problem with the chickens and had spent far too long trying to get them all to ‘stand right’, as they kept telling Fresh, who was watching them curiously.


    Eventually, once everything else is finished, they go on to discuss what to do with the money. Fresh stares dumb-founded at the heap of coins laying in front of herself. There are clearly more than she can fit in her pockets, even in her new robe. Her eyes dart up to the sheet of paper that Jubilee is showing her, explaining their margins for the day.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor soul-potions: 19 Obols each - 241 sold = +4579


            Antidotes: 15 Obols each - 64 sold = +960


            Bone-daggers: 49 Obols each - 18 sold = +882


            Odd and ends: ~40 Obols each - 11 sold = +440


            Glass-chickens: 30 Obols each - 3 sold = +90


            Mushroom-caps(Blue): - sold 0, bought 36 (6 each) = -216 


            Mushroom-caps(Orange): - sold 0, bought 61 (5 each) = -305


            


                              Total = +6430 

          
        

      
    


    


    "The potions are the real hot-ticket items," says Jubilee, tapping against the paper. "But we need to diversify. Today we made a lot of sales. But the soul-potions last twelve hours each. So the ones that people bought today will last for a while, especially if they bought a week's worth, like some people did," they explain. "I don’t expect we’ll sell nearly as many tomorrow. But still, we cleaned up nicely." They point down to the pile of coins. "Technically speaking, we made over six-thousand Obols today."


    "Six-thousand?!" exclaims Fresh, planting her hands on the ground and leaning in towards Jubilee, who lifts their palm up to block her from getting closer.


    "Yeah, but a lot of that was just because of the first rush, don't expect this much every day." They shake their head. "Anyways… take away five percent for our dues to the merchants’ guild. Then take away twelve percent for sales taxes. Plus the hundred I gave you earlier for food. "But -" Jubilee lowers their hand. "We should also consider putting some money away on the side every day too. Some of it for an emergency fund and some of it for upkeep and maybe some repairs. Is that okay with you?" they ask.


    Fresh thinks for a minute and looks around the room. It does have a little… character, to put it nicely. Maybe it would be smart to have some things fixed up. Their image matters, after all. If the building is poorly maintained, it would reflect on their products as well. Fresh turns her gaze back to Jubilee and nods. "Okay."


    "Okay. I’d like to do five percent for each of those things. We’ll keep the money in the guild. That leaves us with…" they think for a second. "That leaves us with about two-thousand-three hundred'ish. Each."


    Fresh’s eyes shoot open wide and she lunges forward, grabbing Jubilee by the shoulders in excitement as she realizes she’s actually going to get that amount, surprised even if it is her fair share. "TWO THOUSAND?!"


    Jubilee winces and pushes her back off. "Hey! What did I say about touching me?"


    Fresh tilts her head and then pulls back, scratching her cheek. "Sorry. I get excited easily…"


    "Yeah, no shit." Jubilee rolls their shoulders, their eyes shifting uncomfortably. "But yeah. Two thousand three-hundred’ish. Do you get it now?"


    Fresh looks at them curiously. "Get what?"


    The obscured figure groans audibly in annoyance. "Why the merchants are so cut-throat?" Fresh flinches, her eyes nervously looking into Jubilee’s. "A top-tier, S-rank adventurer in this city can make maybe a thousand a day. But I mean, that’s only the best of the best and in a strong party that gets down deep into the dungeon." Jubilee shrugs. "The average low-levels with no party can make maybe a hundred on a super good day, until they clear floor eight, that’s after food, repairs, potions and all of that. Now do you understand? There’s real money here," explains Jubilee. "Not noble-tier, but more than enough to put us far above the average schmuck with a sword." Jubilee places their hands on their hips and leans in forward towards her. "And that puts a target on our backs. That’s why the merchants’ guild exists. So everyone plays along. Everyone plays nice. Everyone gets their cut. Nobody dies in their sleep."


    Fresh nods, thinking she understands and looks back down towards the money. "What do I do with it?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    The girl tilts her head, looking at the heap of coins. "What do I… what do I do with it?"


    "Are you asking me what you’re supposed to do with… money?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head again.


    "Yes," replies Fresh plainly, nodding once.


    "What? Just…" A small hand rubs their hood in agitation as they turn to walk away. "I don’t know, buy yourself something nice. Pay back some money to the guild? Maybe get some furniture for your room? Or some tools for your crafting? Or maybe some frilly, silk underwear. I don’t really give a shit," says Jubilee, sighing. Fresh looks at them curiously as they walk away, carrying a batch of her potions upstairs to stow them away in the pantry. A smile dawns on her face as she realizes that Jubilee had just called it ‘her’ room.


    Thunder crashes outside and the girl flinches again, looking towards the window.


    She can’t help but feel that it is somewhat ominous, how the loud crash of the thunder seems to roll and fade away beneath the roaring drone of the rain. It feels like a loud voice crying out in the night, like a scream being drowned beneath the surface of a pool of water. The splash of the downfall is like that of thrashing pair of arms, trying to break free from the crushing pressure of a black-ocean, which pulling them deep down into its depths.


    A chill creeps in through the thin walls, rising up her spine and causes Fresh to shiver, now that she sits down here all alone, once again. But it’s different now than it was in the nights before. The room that was so full of life and energy all day today now almost seems… haunting to her, in this contrast. There is something in the air. Something in the water of the rain. Some smell, carried by the storm. Some lonely feeling drifting through the deathly night. A bitter sadness comes to her, now that the sun is gone and she sits all alone in the darkness.


    Fresh looks down to the coins at her feet, all of them somehow not glimmering as brightly as they had done only a minute ago. She scoops them all into her bag, before quickly running upstairs and out of the dark downstairs area, as if some midnight-demon were at her heels.
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    "Jubileeeee~"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, coming out of the pantry and looking up at her.


    "Can I sleep in your room tonight?" asks Fresh.


    "What…?" Jubilee stares up towards her, dumb-founded. "No, you can’t sleep in my room." They turn around and wave her off. "Creep."


    "I’m not a creep!" protests Fresh. "I just don’t want the demons to get me!"


    "What the fuck are you talking about?" asks Jubilee, rubbing the side of their head as they turn back half-way towards her. There is an odd, surprised look in their eyes.


    Fresh clenches her fists and goes on. "You know how when you lay in bed at night, you can’t let your feet hang out of the bed because the demons will eat them?"


    "…No," says Jubilee plainly, lifting their arms to the air in a half-shrugging motion for a second.


    Fresh stares at them with a quivering lip, her fists still held before herself. She decides to ignore their rebuttal and to just explain further. "Well since I don’t have a bed, the demons can get all of me!" she says, gesturing to herself. "All of me is hanging out over demon country!"


    "Are you fucked in the head?" Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Go to sleep, your goo-brain is leaking. If you want a bed, we can get you some wood and a mattress tomorrow and you can make one." They sigh in exhaustion and walk towards their room, shutting the door behind themselves with some emphasis.


    Fresh turns around to look down at the dark downstairs area below, not sure what she is expecting to see, apart from the nothing that is there. Quickly she turns and dashes into her own room, shutting the door behind herself as well, wishing she had taken a torch from the dungeon.


    


    Note for occultists - A fear of the dark 

For as long as we have inhabited this world, humans have been afraid of the dark and for very good reason.

 Hundreds of thousands of years ago, or even just thousands of years ago, the things that want to eat us are very much active in the dark. Predators that routinely prey on humans, for example several species of the ’big-cats’, have outstanding night-vision. Combine this with the simple fact that everything is unknown in the night-time and that our most important sense, sight, is basically rendered worthless and you have a perfect stage for anything that creeps and crawls in the back of our minds. Even to this day, people are scared of the dark because of that little hissing lizard voice that tells us that we’re going to die if we stay out here.

 Obviously, this means that the nighttime has become connected to anything that creeps and crawls. Add in to that nightmares or even worse, sleep paralysis, and you have the perfect recipe for horror stories since the dawn of man. Even if there’s nothing there, your brain will certainly tell you there is. There are limitless paranormal explanations for why we’re afraid of the dark, but honestly, the pragmatic ones do tend to make more sense here.

 A severe fear of the dark is known as "Nyctophobia", which stems from the greek word Nyktos which in turn stems from the ancient Greek goddess Nyx, whose name literally means ’night’ as she is the personification of it. Nyx is a hard-core lady, so much so that her exceptional power and beauty even put the literal fear of god into old Zeus himself. Even the highest gods are afraid of the dark apparently, if ancient Greek mythology is to be trusted.

 Nyx is said to be a mother of many children. Most relevant for us - Thanatos, the god of death. Philotes, the goddess of friendship and in some other ancient tales, the goddess of witches Hecate is said to be the daughter of Nyx as well.

  


  Chapter 39: Night Terrors


  
    The loud crash of thunder causes the single window of her room to rattle loudly at the same time as the unseen hand of the heavy winds outside presses against it, as if the elements were testing its resilience. Fresh isn’t sure what exactly it is that is bothering her tonight. She isn’t afraid of the dark, or at least she wasn’t in her old life. She had spent days at a time shut inside of a light-less bedroom. Weeks. Months. She's used to the darkness and she figures the darkness should be used to her by now as well.


    But something is different tonight. Something is different because of the storm. She looks towards the window, feeling a chill crawling along her skin. It is dark outside, not even the glow of the dungeon-gate can pierce the veil of the thick downpour. Fresh ponders if she should go back outside to the pantry and get one of her glowing potions to keep as a night-light, but the thought of reopening the door, which her back is pressed against, disturbs her too much to let that be a plausible idea.


    - Is she afraid of the dark?


    She doesn’t think so. But… this is a new body. Fresh wonders, looking down at herself. She had never considered the logistics of it. But… where did this body come from? Did the spirit of the fountain just ‘make’ it? And what does that imply? What kind of entity is the spirit of the fountain, if it can just make an entire human body from nothing? The hairs on her arms stand on end as she wonders what to do.


    Maybe she’s just being stupid? Maybe this is just another childish misperception, some recessed lizard-thought of her ‘goo-brain’, as Jubilee is prone to call it. Maybe it’s just the stress of the day coming together to unease her, now that she’s finally alone.


    Fresh lets go of the door and bolts over to the curtains, grabbing them to pull them tightly shut. A flash of lightning shines out, illuminating the world outside for just a brief moment and as it does, she is sure that some dark gestalt will make itself appear before herself. Some haunting apparition in the glass of her window, staring back at her with hungry eyes.


    But nothing comes, save for more empty darkness and water. She wrenches the curtains shut. The little bit of light from outside that had managed to find sanctuary in here, together with herself, is now cut off entirely and she is immersed in total darkness.


    Fresh listens to the rain.


    She should sleep. But she doesn’t want to. She doesn’t feel… safe?


    She looks around. No. She doesn’t feel safe. Should she get Jubilee and ask them to come with her to the adventurers’ guild?


    No… they would never go for that. Fresh purses her lips and mutters to herself. "I’m not a creep…" She looks around the dark room and, seeing no other source of light, opts to open her menu instead. At least it's something. Anything.
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    She stares at the thing, looking over her values, a small smile managing to form on her face, despite her current insecurities. "It’s all working out," she says, beaming to herself, as she sees the progress that she’s made. The many steps that she’s taken towards this new life, which she had yearned for, are shown here, printed undeniably for all to see. Seeing the numbers fills her with a warmth and a pride that seems to banish the night, just a little. Her eyes wander towards the right side of the menu. Towards the giant, bright yellow text labeled ’Inventory’. Fresh tilts her head, wondering why she never paid it any mind before? It’s not that she hadn’t seen it, it's just…


    - She just never really thought about pressing it, is all. Fresh purses her lips, cursing herself and lifts a finger to press against the glass of the menu. The glass-pane shifts into a single, wordless panel with a black, light-less hole in the center of itself. The inside seems to swirl and churn and she stares at it curiously. The spinning movement is almost hypnotizing, as the black current inside of the window drifts like a meandering whirlpool.


    Not really sure what it is exactly that she’s doing, Fresh lifts an arm and reaches towards the hole. It just seems like the right thing to do.


    As her fingers touch the glass of the menu, they don’t stop this time and they sink in through the hole. Her arm feels as if it's submerged in cold, icy water. She shudders. Something is thrust into her hand and the girl yelps, pulling back with a jump of her body and yanks her wet arm out of the hole in the inventory screen.


    Water splashes everywhere around herself, down at her feet and on her dress, as she looks at the thing held in her hand. A stick, soaked through and sopping wet. The far end of it, once burnt and charred, is now dead and soggy. Fresh looks at it curiously and then recognizes it as a torch from the dungeon. She turns it over, examining it.


    The memory returns to her, as she sees a small flake of orange-mushroom stuck on a jagged splinter. This is her torch, the one she had fought Mr. Mushroom with, during her first attempt. Did it get put in this… ‘inventory’ of hers, when she died? She looks at the black hole, suspended in the glass of the menu and it almost seems to look back at her, like a single iris-less pupil. Shuddering, she swipes the inventory away to return to her normal menu and looks at the dead torch, dripping with water, as if it had been submerged this entire time, drifting idly in the light-less ocean.


    The thought makes her feel uneasy.


    Even she can tell that this is something unusual. If there was a magical-inventory system in this world, then Jubilee would have mentioned it a long time ago. A rock sinks in her gut, as she realizes all of the things she could have used this for. Dozens of mushrooms-cap, snail-shells, goblin-teeth, her money. All of it, she could keep in here. She hadn’t needed to carry any of it ever.


    Fresh sighs, cursing her inability to do anything right and rubs her aching back, that had been hurting ever since she strained herself so hard down in the dungeon.


    But maybe…


    She sits down, putting her back against the wall to Jubilee’s room. Maybe this was for the best though? If nothing else, it helped cement her new work-ethic. She had hurt and sweated for every step that she took and that’s what made them worth taking to begin with.


    "That makes sense…" mutters Fresh, placing a finger to her lip and thinking. She drops the wet, long since extinguished torch and lets it roll away. Besides, the thought of having to reach inside of that light-less hole every single time makes her uneasy.


    What if one day, something reaches back out for her?


    The girl shakes her head, slapping her cheeks to wake herself up, just as another crash of thunder echoes around the world.


    This night is just feeling more and more frightening the longer that it goes on. Her exhausted eyes look at the pile of blankets, which make up her bed. She wants to sleep. She’s beyond exhausted. Her head droops.


    The glass of her window shakes with a loud rattle. Fresh jolts together, waking up again, as she turns her head to listen to the wind, to the witchy fingers touching her window, scratching it, trying to get in.


    - Trying to get her.


    She wants to sleep. But she also doesn’t. She needs to be rested for tomorrow. But something is keeping her on edge. Something is making her feel unwell and that feeling is fortified with every splashing raindrop that strikes against the glass of the window, knocking, pleading, like a cooing voice at midnight calling softly; ‘Let me in. Let me in.’


    Fresh glares at the window and points towards it. "You’re not getting me, demons!"


    Turning her head to the side with a determined ‘hmpf’, she grabs her grimoire from her bag and pulls a blanket up from her bedroll to cover herself with, to fight the chills and to keep the damp pages of the book off of her already cold and clammy skin. Fresh wraps the blanket tightly around herself, obscuring her entire figure, as if she were wearing a hooded cloak. Mimicking her friend again, now that she's dressed like them, Fresh mutters to herself and yawns.


    "Goo-brain~"


    Scowling, she opens the book to the first page and begins reading by the dull light of her menu. The heavy rain continuing to pour outside. "I’m not a goo-brain…"


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Grimoire of the Witch of the Black-Fountain]


            In the depths of dark oceans, in the halls of bleak dreams, in the black of all mirrors and behind all eye’s sheen, in the void between heartbeats, beyond the breath after each whisper at night, in the minute past sunset and in the absence of light, I reside. Read not further, unless you carry my title or sanction.


            
I will know.

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks around, having recited the rather spooky poem. The rain rattles on, unimpressed.


    She turns the damp page and looks at the obscure drawing looking back towards her. The page is covered in handwritten notes and text, all in different handwritings and styles. But all are written in the same black ink, all annotate the depiction of a fountain in the center of the page. Vaguely ornate and occult'ish decorations cover the decent, but not great drawing, but nothing too shocking. It looks like any old fountain she would have seen in any ‘historic’ park in her old life. The hand-writing interests her most of all though.


    Thunder roars outside.


    They all look different. Some of the printing she would describe as clearly elegant and some of it written more plain and simple, like a printed modern alphabet from her old life. Some characters she recognizes, but many she doesn’t, as they belong to languages that she is unfamiliar with. All of them, as far as she can decipher, say the same thing. It is as if a dozen hands had inscribed their message into this book. All of the people marking themselves into the page, as if to prove that they had once existed, as if they all had a single, unified message to share with her from wherever they were now.


    "Black-fountain," whispers Fresh, her voice drowned out beneath the rain.


    She turns the page, the wet pages sticking together a little, as she pries them apart. Here, the pattern continues, but the ink is smeared and blurred. It is as if a hand had wiped over the wet of every message, distorting and destroying them before they could set. Only the depictions in the center of the page remain. Coins. All manner of coins. One or two she recognizes from her old life again and one she even recognizes as an Obol. The rest are foreign to her. They are as indiscernible as the smeared constructs that were once words.


    The next page, that was once a long, detailed explanation, apparently, is entirely illegible. The entire page simply smeared, as if someone’s fingers had wiped over a wet painting.


    With an uneasy, shaking hand, Fresh turns the page.


    *DHUNK* *DHUNK* *DHUNK*


    The girl yelps, jumping up to her feet and tossing the book down, just as she had turned the page. Bending down, grabbing the dagger from her bag, Fresh looks to the door to her room, which had rattled with violent force.


    "H- Hello?" she asks nervously. Nothing comes in response and she slowly walks towards the door, holding the dagger out in front of herself. Her tired eyes are now wide with an unsteady angst. "Jubilee? I- Is that you?" she asks with a shaking voice, looking at the rattling handle of her door.


    *DHUNK* *DHUNK* *DHUNK*


    The rain continues to pour, thunder echoing out far in the distance, as if it had been carried off afar by the howling winds.


    "J -Jubilee?" asks Fresh with a quaking voice, her heart beating fast, as her hand reaches up for the handle of the door, the dagger held tightly in a shaking fist.


    *DHUNK* *DHUNK* *DHUNK*

  


  Chapter 40: Creepy Crawly


  
    Fresh tears at the handle, yanking the door open wide and holding the wobbly blade fearfully out in front of herself. Its shaking tip lifts up and put towards the dark hallway.


    - Nothing is there.


    The girl quivers, tears forming in her fearful eyes. "J… Jubileee~" she whines through clenched teeth, not sure what else to do.


    *DHUNK*


    Fresh looks up, jolting at the sudden noise and then falls down, back into the room as she screams, as she sees the thing on the ceiling.


    A pale, distorted mass of paper-white flesh is illuminated for a brief second by the flash of lightning outside. Its body is simply a lumpy blob, out of which multiple rail-thin human-arms span in all directions, like the legs of a spider. A long, wormy neck protrudes from the mass, wriggling along its serpentine length.


    Fresh crawls back, not able to get up onto her feet again, her legs not responding to what she wants them to do. Not able to make noise, her throat clenches shut, as she sees the creature and crawls further back in fear.


    The long, white neck of the thing reaches downward, coming in through the doorway. Its body stays outside in the corridor, as its face comes closer. It is empty and misshapen. Perhaps it was a human’s once, but now it is as if skin had grown over the eyes, sealing them shut entirely. Its mouth is held open and filled with long, dagger-like protrusions, that are coated in a wet, interconnecting slime. The wide slit of its maw goes from ear to ear, its jaw is dislocated like a snake’s. The neck stretches out further towards her, seemingly stretching out further and further as she presses her back against the wall by the window. The knife has long since fallen out of her hands and it lays by the door.


    Instinctively, Fresh’s hand grabs something and she swings it outward. Smashing the burnt-out torch against the side of the creature’s face. The soggy wood smashes into its cheek. Spittle flies out from its flat lips, as the stick cracks against the bones of its jaw. The head shifts an inch, but still faces forward towards her, as the shaft of the torch breaks apart in her hands.
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    It lunges. Fresh’s other hand grabs the blanket and throws it over the long face, just as she drops down to the floor. A loud crack rings out, as the head of the blinded creature smashes against the wall behind her. Fresh begins frantically scrambling to her feet, hurrying to run out the door that the neck protrudes in through. Pale hands reach down from above her, grasping and swiping through the air in the door-frame.


    Fresh screams again as something clutches her hair, yanking on it. The door next to her flies open.


    "DUCK!"


    Fresh drops down instinctively, but the thing still holds her by her hair and she feels a deep tear, as several thick strands of it rip free. Glass flies above her head, just as she closes her eyes and covers her face. The girl falls to her knees as something holding her aloft is severed and she scrambles, still crawling, still running out of pure survival instinct. She ignores the sound of something heavy flopping down behind herself. Her heart thrashes, her chest heaves, her eyes are wet. She stumbles around, falling over again, crawling back away from her room, as Jubilee throws a bag of dirt onto the floor. A jagged pane of glass shoots up from it, sliding up the doorway, like an executioner's guillotine.


    Two wet things fall down, cut in half, as the glass blade slices through the long, wormy neck.


    Fearfully, Fresh looks back at the horrible, mangled lump of a body that lays at her feet, not able to get up again, as the bony fingers spasm and twitch, as they still continue to reach for her.


    "FUCKING SHIT!" swears Jubilee.


    Jubilee looks at the thing and then at her and then runs to her, grabbing her hand to get her to get up. "Come on! We gotta go!"


    Fresh jumps up, letting herself be dragged away as they run down the staircase. Her mind races. Is this some nightmare? Is this some… some creature from the dungeon? Some monster from some dark pit, that had chosen her on tonight of all nights?


    They bolt out of the store, slamming the door shut behind themselves. The storm rages on and the night-air is heavy and damp, as the familiar drone of thunder roars out in the darkness. The empty streets are illuminated by the flashes of heavenly lightning, as the two of them begin to run, puddles splashing knee high, soaking both of them from below, as the pouring rain does so from above.


    "Jubileee~" cries Fresh, wanting to ask what is happening. Why are they running? Isn’t it dead? Jubilee had cut its head off. Jubilee doesn’t say anything and they run through the rain, down the main road, down towards the adventurers’ guild. Fresh turns her head around, just as they leave the house behind and she can’t help but notice the silhouette of a face pressing itself against the inside of her bedroom window.


    "Do you have the key?!"


    "No! It’s in my bag!" shouts Fresh, trying to talk over the loud rain.


    Jubilee opens the door to the adventurers’ guild and they both step inside, closing it behind themselves.


    Fresh looks around. The tavern is empty now in the dead of night, save for the haunting voice that still sings, as always, if only just for them now. The voice calls out as if lamenting the storm itself. Water drips down from her soaked body, creating a puddle where she stands, her back is still pressed against the door.


    Jubilee runs towards the counter and, as if having heard their coming, the same elf woman as always walks out from the kitchen behind the bar and looks at her curiously, before turning their attention to Jubilee, who gestures the number two with their fingers, pressing the tips against their neck.


    The barkeeper looks at them and then up to Fresh curiously, but then nods and thinks for a moment, before holding out their hand with five fingers and pulling out a key from below the counter. Jubilee nods and takes it with a wave, gesturing for Fresh to follow them, as they run upstairs and into the cut-off space of their room inside of the adventurers’ guild.


    The two of them pass through the nebulous cloud in the doorway and barge into the room. Jubilee slams the door shut behind themselves and then falls down against it, sliding to the floor. Water puddles around them, dripping from their soaked clothes.


    Fresh stares at them, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu, as she looks at the small body down against the door. "Jubilee-"


    Jubilee hits a fist against the door, their wet leather glove slapping against the wood. "That old bitch!" Fresh stops. Jubilee looks back up to her. "I didn’t think Donata would go this far." They rise up to their feet. "FUCK!" Jubilee kicks the door with the sole of their boot. The wood rattles loudly. They look back up towards Fresh. Grabbing her arm, they pull her wet sleeves up to her elbows. "Did it get you?!"


    "N- no, I’m fine," says Fresh, hoping her jittering legs didn’t betray her half-lie. "Jubilee, what was that thing? What does -"


    "It’s a vampire," explains Jubilee, looking up to her with angry eyes. "This reeks of that old witch." Their gloves creak as they clench their fingers tightly down. "- No offense."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee walks past her towards the table in the center of the room, swinging their arms out to shake the water off. "Congratulations. You just survived your first assassination." Fresh looks at Jubilee. Vampire? Assassination? "I should have known something was up when she made a move." Jubilee pulls the chair out and flops onto it. "I thought she was just pissed off because we stole her customers, but she must’ve gotten some of your hair when she hit you." They shake themselves out again. "That conniving, crusty, old -"


    Fresh’s eyes go wide. Jubilee knows about her encounter with Donata? "When did you…?" begins the girl.


    Jubilee looks over to her. "I saw." They nod, approvingly. "You did good. You have no idea how long I wanted to see someone deck her."


    Fresh steps forward, lost and confused. "Were you following me?!"


    "No, goo-brain! As if I don’t see enough of your pale ass all day!" Jubilee crosses their arms and looks away. Both of them are silent for a while.


    They sigh, relenting. "...I thought I’d go with you, to celebrate our first day of work," they explain. "But when I rounded the corner, I just saw you absolutely thrashing that crippled, elderly woman, like a mob-boss collecting protection-money. Nice punch by the way!" They nod approvingly again, looking up at the ceiling. "Didn’t know you had it in you. Don’t be afraid to hit old people. Sometimes they’re the ones who need to be hit the hardest," says Jubilee.


    Fresh looks around the room, water dripping from her body and soaked robe. The fabric of it clings to her clammy skin. "I’m sorry I didn’t tell you," she rubs her arm. "I thought I messed up and I didn’t want you to be mad."


    Jubilee shakes their head. "No. If you hadn’t stopped her from seeing your menu like that, then…" they look over towards her. "We would have had to resort to more drastic measures."


    "Huh…?" asks Fresh, taken somewhat aback. "You don’t mean…"


    Jubilee slams a fist onto the table and points to her with the other one. "She literally sent a vampire after you to kill you in your sleep! How many times do I have to tell you what this game is that we’re playing?!"


    "Aren’t we safe? Why would she do that? Isn’t the guild going to…?"


    Jubilee shrugs, loosening their posture. "Donata is her own woman. She’s not afraid of the merchants’ guild." They shoot a glance back at her. "She should be though. The barkeeper is going to notify the church, they’ll take care of it within the hour, knowing them," says Jubilee. "Exorcists are a hardcore bunch, those creepy hymn-chanting fucks." Jubilee runs their fingers through the edges of their hood. "But a vampire in the city isn’t going to be kept secret. The merchants’ guild is going to hear of this, if they haven’t already."


    Fresh walks over, sitting down on the other chair. "Isn’t it… dead? You cut off its head."


    "It was dead before you opened the door. Which you shouldn’t do, by the way."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh again.


    "Vampires can only come inside if you let them in," says Jubilee, waving her off. "But I guess I can’t have expected you to know that. Shit…" they lean back on their chair. "It probably could come into the store because it’s an ‘open’ space now. Lots of energy from all of the people today, you know?" They say, staring up at the ceiling. "But your room is a personal space. Vampires need permission to cross boundaries."


    Fresh thinks for a while as they sit in silence. Vampires? Obviously she remembers the term from her old life, but those memories of them are more… flamboyant and dramatic. Less… meaty, grotesque and toothy. "What now?" she asks Jubilee.


    They look back at her. "We’re safe here. Well, you are. It just wants you. She probably gave it some of your hair and it followed the scent. They’re very goal-oriented creatures, vampires. Gotta give em’ that." They cross their arms behind their head and sigh. "It’s five hours until sunrise, until then we stay here, while the church and the merchant's guild do their thing."


    "Should we… should we tell them? That it was her?"


    "Do you have any proof?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh looks away. "No…"


    "Me neither," they say, shrugging. "But, I wouldn’t worry about that. These things…" They fidget uncomfortably, which bothers Fresh somewhat. "- These things have a ‘way’ of working themselves out. We’re not going to get involved any more than we have to."


    Fresh sighs. Tired. Exhausted. "So it’s not dead-dead?"


    "Nope. It’s probably sniffing the walls outside of the guild this very second. Crawling up a beam or something. I fucking hate vampires. Disgusting, long-necked shits," says Jubilee with some venom. "The church will take care of it. They hate them. They hate everything, honestly, but in this case I tend to agree with their ideas."


    Fresh looks up to Jubilee. "…Are they going to look in your house?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    "The church, are they going to look for it in your house?"


    "Uh… maybe? I don’t know. It should be around here, but gods know what they're going to want to snoop through while figuring out where it came from."


    The girl rubs her arm. "My grimoire is still there."


    The legs of Jubilee’s chair fall forward. "Your what…?" They stare at her.


    "My book… It just looks like a normal book, but if any of them open it and read it…" she rubs her arm. "It'll be kind of obvious. That I’m a witch."


    "Fuck." Jubilee stares at her. "FUCK!" they jump up and run to the door, pointing a finger back at her. "Don’t leave this room until the sun shines through that window or until I come get you!" With that they bolt out of the door, leaving Fresh sitting alone in the giant, empty room once again.


    


    Note for occultists - Vampires, sort of, kinda 

Okay, wow, so vampires are a big one. If you thought witches were complex, vampire mythology goes DEEP and quite frankly, we’re going to have to break this one down into multiple segments as it’s just too much for one trivia. This is going be a rough skim as everything I will mention here is a rabbit hole in and of itself.

 Vampires have ‚existed‘ for as long as civilization has, in-fact even since our old friends the ancient Babylonians and Assyrians. Remember them from the beer-brewing trivia and from Gilgamesh? No matter where you go, those two always seem to find their way into the puzzle.

 As far back as they existed, they shared tales of an ancient entity known as ‚Lilitu‘. If you are familiar with the Abrahamic faiths, this is the precursor to ’Lillith’ who was the first wife of Adam and is commonly referred to as being a demonic figure. Lilutu stems from the Akkadian word Lilu, which means spirit, and stems further from the word Alu which means demon. Ancient depictions of her on pottery fragments show us that she subsisted on nothing less than the blood of babies. Where did they get the idea of such a being existing? Who knows. Maybe it’s best not to ask.

 The ancient jewish faith had similar creatures, known as Estries, which were womanly, blood-drinking demons that roamed the night. It is said that such things were created in the hours before God rested in the Genesis creation narrative. So just after the world was made in 7 days.

 Eventually this mythology warped and conjoined together by the time it reached the Greek and the Roman eras. Remember our goddess of witches, Hecate? She was the daughter of Nyx, the goddess of night. Well, Hecate had a daughter too, Empusa. And you know what Empusa loved doing the most?

 Her favorite passtime was to transform herself into a young woman, in order to seduce men and to drink their blood as they slept at night.

 This is just the spread of vampire mythology towards the ancient west in a very short, condensed version. However, the mythology didn’t just spread to the west. It also spread to the east, towards the Indian sub-continent and towards central Asia where it found an entirely new life of its own in both places.

 Fun fact, there are still actual vampire hunting societies alive and ’functioning’ today and while I can’t speak for the efficiency, I do have to say that I’ve never seen an actual vampire, so...

  


  Chapter 41: Day to day


  
    Jubilee doesn't return.


    The sun rises, though it mostly obscured behind the heavy clouds, which still linger overhead and Fresh, not knowing what else to do, leaves the adventurers’ guild to go to the store. They have to open today, after all.


    If the vampire was outside before, it’s gone now.


    Her eyes are heavy and tired. She hasn’t slept a wink, but Fresh forces herself to keep going and as the sun rises up higher into the sky, she feels just a bit more awake with every ray of light that reaches her exhausted body. Her dry eyes watch the streets, which are slowly starting to fill up with the converging energy of a new day’s crowd, but there are no signs of a scuffle anywhere to be seen. There is nothing. She looks up at the store. There is nothing here either. The doors are fine. The windows are fine. Everything is fine.


    Fresh opens it up and looks inside, seeing that the space looks as if nothing had ever happened. "Jubilee?" she calls out.


    No response. Fresh heads upstairs. Save for some broken glass by her bedroom door, there is nothing out of place here either. The girl peers inside of her room.


    Nothing. Her bag is gone. Her book and dagger are both gone. A rock drops in her gut. Did the church come here? The merchants’ guild? Did they confiscate it? Did something happen to Jubilee? The vampire just wanted her, right? It didn’t go after her friend once they left, did it?


    Fresh doesn’t know.


    *DHUNK* *DHUNK* *DHUNK*


    She yelps, jumping at the sound and quickly runs downstairs, looking at the front-door. A few casters stand in front of it. Fresh clutches her face. It’s time for the store to open. What should she do? If Jubilee is missing, then she can’t just sit by and do nothing, but at the same time…


    - No. Her friend is counting on her, wherever they are. Fresh narrows her eyes and grabs the handle of the front-door. She has to hold down the fort, even if she’s alone. "Good morning! Welcome!"


    She lets in the swarm of casters, who make a straight line towards the freshly restocked soul-potions, exchanging some idle greetings with her and Fresh retreats behind the counter, her foot tapping nervously against the floor. If she was tired and exhausted before, those feelings have been washed away by a new surge of adrenaline.


    "These are the kind Tae had," says a wizard, pointing at the bottles.


    "Huuuh? They really do glow!" says their partner. "I like the bottles," they say, running a finger over the matte glass surface of a potion.


    More people begin to enter the store. Not as many as yesterday, but still quite a few and they begin to scatter around. The more physical looking types, who accompany their casting party-members, mostly diverging off to either look at the daggers or at the chickens, while their companions ogle the potions.


    The first of them make their way to the tired girl, standing behind the counter. She looks at their potions and begins calculating. "Fifty-seven Obols, please." They place the coins down and Fresh takes them, thankful that Jubilee left a bunch of normal coins down in the bowl below for change.
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            for


            [{57} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    They turn to walk away, just as a new man approaches with a dagger.


    "See? I told you it isn’t haunted!" says a voice from the back of the store.


    "That’s because it’s daytime, dummy. Besides, that was years ago," replies someone else.


    The voice from the back rings out again. "No! Jade says he heard it again last night!"


    There is an audible sigh and two people leave through the door. The man standing before her, with the dagger, clears his throat and Fresh snaps back to attention. "Ah, sorry! Forty-nine Obols, please."
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    People come and go the entire time and Fresh does her best to keep up with them. There are certainly fewer people here than there were yesterday. But there are still plenty enough for her, especially all by herself. During an idle minute, Fresh supposes that Jubilee had a point; since most of the casters had bought multiple potions yesterday, they would probably wait a few days before coming back again to get more.


    Something heavy thunks down onto the counter. Fresh picks up the heavy shield, barely lifting it up off of the wood. This is one of Jubilee’s procured items from the dungeon. The girl tilts her head. She has no idea what this is supposed to cost.


    "Uh… forty Obols, please?" she guesses. Thankfully, the man seems rather indifferent and slaps a few coins onto the counter, taking the heavy shield out of her hands like it was nothing at all and walks to collect a priest who came inside with him. The priest is still staring at the wall of glowing potions.
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    A tall, gray-skinned giant of an elfish woman comes inside, carrying a load of blue-mushroom-caps in front of herself and Fresh waves to her, recognizing her from yesterday. "Working hard, I see?" she asks the elf.


    "You know it! Here you go," says the woman proudly.


    She drops the stack of caps down next to the counter and Fresh counts them. "Nine." She looks back to the elf, noticing that they carried them all without a bag. "Wow, you must be really strong!"


    Perhaps this remark is only true in comparison with Fresh’s own body, but the gray-skinned elf takes the compliment, taking a moment to smirk a sharkish smile and flex her bicep with an audible grunt. Laughing, Fresh hands out the coins to her, sliding them over the counter. "Here you are, fifty-four Obols."
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    "Thanks, see you tomorrow!" says the fighter, who Fresh has figured out is a dark-elf of some kind. Though, that was perhaps obvious given her appearance. Is there any real difference between elves and humans and dark-elves and… whatever else there is? She isn’t sure. She wants to ask, but at the same time… it seems like a rude thing to ask? So she just drops it.


    Time flies and soon enough it feels to be about noon. The store is mostly empty now and Fresh flops forward, planting her face down onto the counter, her arms dangling limply over the front end.


    "Jubileee~" whines Fresh beneath her exhausted breath, having now a second more to worry about her friend.


    She has the store under control and they’re making good money. More than once, she considered shutting the doors early for the day to go walk around and look for her party-member. But where would she even go? The church? What if they wanted to see her menu? No. Fresh sighs and clenches her fists. She has to stay here, to keep things running for when Jubilee comes back. Her eyes feel heavy, her head feels heavy, her heart feels heavy. Fresh yawns, feeling her body sag just a little from the weight of all of those things combined.


    "Rough night?" asks a voice from before her. Fresh jumps up with a frightened yelp, flailing with her arms as she stands back upright. The girl looks at the dusty-blonde haired elf standing in front of her, her face heavily scarred as if by old burns.


    In shock, Fresh slaps her palms down onto the counter, leaning in wide-eyed towards the barkeeper from the adventurers’ guild. "YOU CAN TALK?!" she shouts.


    Fidgeting somewhat uncomfortably and taking a step back, the elf tilts her head, a strand of hair from her bangs falling down past her face. "Yeah?" Turning her head away somewhat nervously, the woman rubs the back of her neck and places a bottle down on the counter. Fresh stares at it for a second, before realizing it's one of her own potions.


    "Ah! Uh… that’s nineteen Obols please." She scratches her cheek. "Sorry. I was just surprised to see you here."


    The woman shakes her head, placing the coins down to pay for the potion. "It’s okay. I get that sometimes. I only work a few days a week in the guild. The rest of it is me-time."
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    Fresh sighs. "That must be nice…" The girl’s eyes perk up. "Ah, wait. About last night-"


    The elf quickly raises a hand, gesturing for her to be quiet. Looking around to make sure the store is empty, she nods to Fresh, taking her potion as she turns to go. "It’s taken care of."


    The girl stares vacantly as the barkeeper leaves out through the door. ‘It’s taken care of’? What kind of a vague, nebulous sentence is that? What is taken care of? Where’s Jubilee? Fresh flops back down to the counter, planting her head against a coin and doing her best not to cry. That would make for terrible optics for the store.


    The sound of a pair of boots comes in, walking towards the shelf and then up to her. Fresh raises her head again, her sleepy eyes looking at the figure. The girl perks back upright, tilting her head in curiosity. "Back for more already?" she asks with a smile, looking at the red-wizard, who had bought five potions just yesterday, the one who had gotten her free sample at the fountain. Fresh laughs nervously. "You didn’t drink all five of them, did you…?"


    "Yeah! They’re really good!" says the wizard, leaning in with excitement. Fresh wants to share her energy, but is just too tired today and looks at the blue bottles on the counter and then looks back up the sparkling eyes of the caster.


    "How’s the dungeon coming along?"


    "Really great! I’m already down to floor ten by myself!" she proclaims, putting down another large, silver Obol. Fresh gives her five small ones back as change. Fresh wonders about something, thinking for a moment.
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    "Alone? Don’t you have a party? You can find one at the adventurers’ guild."


    Grabbing their potions, the red-wizard smiles back, laughing. "No, thanks! You’d have to be a real dope to sign up for that package. The dungeon’s free, after all!"


    Fresh laughs meekly, waving goodbye as she heads out of the door. Taking a moment, Fresh runs upstairs to grab some bread for herself and some new potions for the shelf. Another hour passes and rain starts to fall again outside as she sits behind the counter, twiddling her thumbs. Eventually, the pace picks up again, as several people come inside to get away from the rain and begin perusing their wares to pass the time.


    "I want a chicken!" says a giant of a man. Fresh tilts her head, realizing that the man is an orc. Do orcs just… kind of like chickens?


    "You can’t have a chicken," says an annoyed, human priestess standing next to him, not even half of his size. Her long, strawberry-blonde hair is wet from the rain and sticks to the inside of her white hood.


    The giant, like a child begging for a toy, clasps his hands together. "Pleeease?!"


    Staring at him, dumbstruck, the priestess purses her lips, crossing her arms and looks away. "No. We need the money for the potion. We don’t have enough for both."


    "Pleeease?!" continues the giant, grabbing her shoulders and begging. Fresh isn’t sure, but she feels like the towering man is about to cry.


    Agitated, the priestess lets her head fall back and groans loudly for emphasis. "FINE! We’ll get you a chicken."


    Fresh does her best not to laugh, the priestess seems fairly irritated. Walking up to the counter, the orc clutches a glass-chicken close to his chest, his face beaming with a smile that’s filled with absolute child-like wonderment and joy. The priestess, in contrast, digs through a very empty sounding satchel on her waist and pulls out a few coins.


    "One…" Her eyebrow twitches. "One chicken, please," she says, almost hissing out the words like a deflating balloon, as she places the coins down onto the counter. Fresh looks up at the orc who is spinning around in delight. His behavior is in stark contrast to his frightening, rough, battle-scarred exterior. She wonders if this is how she and Jubilee look together?


    Fresh tilts her head and takes the coins.
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    "Thank you! Come again," says Fresh. The orc holds his prize out proudly before himself as he turns to leave. Fresh rubs her arm. "Ah, wait!" The two of them stop. Bending down, she reaches beneath the counter and pulls out one of her minor soul-potions. "Here." She hands it out to the priestess. "On the house," says Fresh with a smile.


    The priestess takes it from her, looking at her curiously. "…Thank you."


    "Come back soon!" says Fresh waving goodbye to the two of them as they leave.


    Several more hours would pass and soon enough, evening falls as the sun vanishes once again. Once the last customer is gone, Fresh closes the door and leans her head against it. She is beyond exhausted and drained.


    "I did it," she sighs in exhausted relief, sliding down to the floor with her back against the front door. What should she do now? It’s getting dark. She has to get the store ready for tomorrow. But… is the vampire still alive? The barkeeper had said ‘it’ was taken care of. Does that mean she’s safe here now, in the dark? Or should she go back to the cut-off space in the guild? Fresh rolls her head left and right, rubbing it against the wood of the door as she thinks.


    She is pressed forward as the door opens.


    "Ah- we’re clo-!" she looks back at the small, wooden mask staring at her. Jubilee nudges the door further, signaling for her to get out of the way. "JUBILEEE~" Fresh falls down and howls, grabbing Jubilee, who snarls in protest at being touched.


    


    Note for occultists - Identifying a vampire 

Do you also hate vampires like I do? Do you want to keep yourself and your loved ones safe from the disgusting wretches that are the Strigoi? The only good vampire is a dead vampire, obviously. No exceptions. So if you share my beliefs, then you’ve come to the right place! Vampire sympathisers should consider themselves politely, but firmly asked to leave.

 For today’s trivia, we’ll just discuss how to identify them. An ounce of prevention beats a pound of cure, after all. So, first off then, how do you identify a vampire?

 Ignoring obvious things like having vampire teeth, levitating, and so on, we’ll talk about a few easy things. Well, some of these methods are obviously more complex than others. The first one would be to throw seeds at its feet. Or grains of rice. Vampires are said to suffer from Arithmomania, so the disgusting thing will have to stop whatever its doing to count each and every kernel. Another tried and true method is to simply dig up the suspected gravesite. If the resting body is plump and looks healthier than expected, well then you got yourself a vampire! Of course, the biggest and most obvious sign is that they die if they go into sunlight. So be sure to drag your friends out into the sun every now and then, just to be sure, you know?

 More modernly, it has been said a vampire’s reflection can‘t show in a mirror and they hate the lack of sight of it. Similarly there is also the myth that a vampire can’t cast a shadow. Though note that these are both culture dependent. In Greece, the vampiric offshoot ’Vryklokasas’ are capable of exactly such things. So don’t rely on these two methods exclusively, as they have been warped by modernity and Hollywood. It’s a vampire trick to lull you into a false sense of safety! Don’t fall for their games!

 One of the more interesting ones, if not exactly practical, is to take a virgin boy and to set him on a black-coated virgin horse (Don’t ask too many, questions, okay?) and lead them through a graveyard. The horse will get antsy and balk when you get to the right grave. Note that if you live in Albania, the horse should have a white-coat. Again, don’t ask. It just is what it is.

 Finally, though obscurely, a vampire will refuse to eat pork from a pig that was killed on the 17th of October, which is the day Saint Ignatius is celebrated. Why? Who knows. You’ll have to ask them. Lastly, if the entity reacts to warding. Though by warding, I mean so-called Aporopaics, which are items with protective properties against evil spirits. Warding can be anything from a crucifix, to garlic, to a running river or even just a boundary like a closed door. We’ll go deeper into detail here next time! Until then, trust no one. The vampires aren’t coming, they’re already here.

  


  Chapter 42: It's taken care of


  
    Jubilee pushes Fresh off of themselves. They drop her wet rucksack unceremoniously down at her feet and walk into the store, securely closing the door. They sigh heavily and their shoulders droop, as they cross the threshold. Her party-member looks around at the mostly empty shelves. "Did you run the store by yourself?"


    Fresh nods, leaning in enthusiastically, glad that her friend is safe. "I did!"


    Jubilee walks past her, waving her off with a tone quite the opposite. "Good job."


    "Are you okay? What happened?" asks Fresh, picking up her bag and looking inside. Her grimoire and dagger are both there, together with her coins from the day before.


    "Like I said. The adventurers’ guild told the church. The merchants’ guild… well, they probably already knew." Jubilee sluggishly walks up the staircase. "Let me get some fresh clothes. I’ll help you with the rest of the work in a few minutes."


    "What about the vampire? What about Donata?" asks Fresh, following them to the foot of the stairs. Jubilee looks back down to her, saying only one thing before vanishing towards their room.


    "It’s taken care of."


    Fresh stands there in silence, unsatisfied with the answer and instead looks around the store, opting to set to work to get her mind off of things. There is still so much left to do anyways. Throwing her bag behind the counter, Fresh stops as she sees the wet, red smear on her hands.


    Blood.


    Running out to the door, she holds her hands out into the rain, washing the stain off of her skin as best as she can.


    Once Jubilee returns, Fresh doesn’t have the courage to ask anymore what exactly was ‘taken care of’ and how. She just wants the night to be over. She’s happy that her friend is back. She’s happy that she survived the work-day all on her own. Jubilee says they’re safe now and she believes that. The two of them work in silence for the next several hours, cleaning up the store and restocking the shelves.


    "Should we hire someone?" asks Fresh, breaking the silence as she works on the last batch of soul-potions for the night. Her witch-crafting level has gotten fairly decent and she regularly makes normal-quality potions now and only rarely the occasional low-quality variants. Jubilee had said she’s at a stagnation point now though and that it will take a lot of time and effort to get better than average.


    Jubilee looks at her. "We’ve only been open for two days. Anyways, I’d rather not talk about it now." Fresh tilts her head, shrugging and returns to her work. Jubilee is probably exhausted too, she figures.


    An hour later, everything is finished. The shelves are restocked, the floors swept, the blood washed away. With a drooping head, Fresh sits there, her face hovering above her empty pot, as her eyes fall shut to the hypnotizing sound of the drizzling rain that hisses on outside, as a deeply relaxing white-noise. The dark feeling from the night before, when the storm had arrived in full force isn’t present now. Whether that is simply due to her exhausted perceptions or to the vanishing of some unseen threat in her subconscious mind, she isn’t sure.


    Jubilee shakes her awake. "We’re done. Come on, let’s go to bed. Tomorrow’s another day."


    Fresh nods, getting up and rubbing her eyes. "Jubileee~"


    "What?" asks Jubilee with a tired groan.


    "Can I sleep in your room tonight?"


    Jubilee stares down at her, already half-way up the stairs. "No."


    Fresh whines, running after them as they retreat down the upstairs hallway. "But what if something knocks on my door again?!"


    Jubilee shrugs, sighing with a deep exhaustion as they step into their room. "Then don’t open it."


    The door slams shut with some force for emphasis, leaving Fresh standing out alone in the hallway. A piece of broken glass from the night before crunches under her boot, as she turns her head to look at the door to her own bedroom. Her lip quivers as the memory of the misshapen, long-necked creature returns to her. Even out here, outside of her room she can hear it. The sounds from the other side, from the spot she’s standing beneath now. The tapping of the rain against her window. The tapping of a thousand little fingers, droplets, like the legs of a swarm of spiders trying to get in, trying to get her.


    The door next to her opens again and she jumps in shock at the noise, flinching and flailing with her arms as a tired Jubilee stares up at her. "Fine. But we’re putting up a mattress as a separator and you’re sleeping on the floor." They step inside. "And only this once. Next time you get scared of the dark, you can sleep in the dungeon."


    Grateful and with the usual tears in her eyes, Fresh grabs her bag and runs inside of Jubilee’s room, slamming the door shut behind herself, before she has to hear the things in the darkness any longer.


    The night passes without any disruptions, both of them sleeping deeply as soon as Fresh sets up a ‘wall’ using the smelly mattress and some left-over planks to keep it upright. She sleeps rolled up on a bundle of blankets on the floor, her back pressed to the mattress and Jubilee on the bare box-spring on the other side.


    


    


    


    Soon enough, morning comes and the two of them get ready for a new day, once again having another meal from their dried provisions. Fresh makes a note to go to town when she finds time, to buy them a whole stockpile of ‘easy’ foods. Perhaps there are things that are more exciting than their usual staples of dry bread, dry meat and dry fruit. She had gotten a couple of cooking recipes with her witch-crafting class, but the girl feels like Jubilee would get mad at her if she tried to feed them any of that. Besides, most of it was made with mushrooms, which they need for their potions.


    In the hour before they open, Fresh tries out her antidotes again and, much to her delight, finally manages to make one with a zero percent chance of side-effects. Her eyes sparkling with joy as she sees it. She shows her creation to Jubilee with pride. Jubilee only makes a vague remark that it’s good and that’s it. The town is going to have a short supply of antidotes for a while, so they’ll have a monopoly in the inner-city. Fresh doesn’t pursue the topic any deeper, afraid of what lies at the bottom of it. Jubilee suggests doubling their price though, given the situation. But Fresh scowls, pursing her lip.


    "We can’t scam people for the antidotes! What if someone gets sick?" she protests.


    Jubilee shrugs. "Then they’ll buy the antidotes?"


    "But what if they can’t afford it?!" she asks, crossing her arms.


    "If they’re really sick, they’ll find a way to get the money," says Jubilee, waving her off.


    However, Fresh sits there with crossed arms, glaring and grumbling at Jubilee long enough and eventually, they relent. "Fine! We’ll keep selling them as is. Even if we’re leaving money on the table. Cry-baby."


    The day begins and now, well-rested and with Jubilee back again, the work is smooth and easy. There are once again fewer customers today as well, now on the third day where the hype apparently really has worn down a lot. Everyone who needed their minor soul-potions had some already, the same goes for their daggers. Though occasionally an antidote is still taken by a particularly worried or pale looking person, who thanks them for it, each time after they leave, Fresh smugly looks down to Jubilee, who simply rolls their eyes.


    "There’s not much going on today. We need to diversify our wares. I’ll take care of things here if you want to go upstairs and see if you can’t think of anything else to make."


    Fresh tilts her head curiously, but then looks around the empty store, before nodding and heading upstairs to their pantry.


    The pantry is a small room, shaped like an upside-down letter ‘L’. From the door it is maybe three long steps to the window and on both sides of the room and in the little nook are shelves and boxes and much to Fresh’s delight, a single barrel that looks just like she had always imagined a barrel looks. Thinking about it, she realizes that she never actually saw a barrel in her old life, outside of cartoons and television shows. Rain dribbles against the foggy glass of the window, but only gently as it falls in a drizzle outside. The shelves are messily filled with all manner of dried provisions, loot from the dungeon and crafting materials.


    Fresh sits down on the floor. She rather likes it inside of here, in the pantry. It’s quiet, cozy.


    She looks around at the items lining the shelf. What should she make? She racks her brain, trying to think about her new recipes and which of them are feasible. Jubilee said to diversify so… they have potions, they have a weapon. Maybe something… she taps her chin, thinking -


    "- Something equipment’ish?" she ponders, thinking about the recipes that she has. Reaching over to the shelf on her right, she grabs a gray metal-ingot. It is a simple bar of iron, that she had bought from an adventurer the day before. As a craftsman, she could use this to make simple items, like actual daggers or nails or metal fastenings. But those are all rather unexciting, Fresh wants their store to have interesting things. If people wanted pragmatic, simple items, they could go to the hardware store. Although… she thinks for a moment, wondering if such a thing even exists here.


    Shrugging, she grabs the metal brick and strains with both her arms to set the small ingot down on the floor in front of herself. She then holds her hands above it, closing her eyes and focusing on her latest craftsman recipe.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Small Iron Chain] x 6
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Small Iron Chain (Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A thin, iron chain. It is Suitable for necklaces, clockwork or simple fastenings.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.10 kg
          

          	
            Value ???
          
        

      
    


    


    A heap of tiny necklace chains falls down onto the ground, clattering together and she looks at them, inspecting them. The metal is a little uneven here and there. But, all in all, they look like nice little chains you’d find at any old flea-market. Not exciting, but they’ll serve their purpose. Thinking of what to do next, she looks at their shelves. Daylight shines in and bounces off of a little basket, full of shimmering objects. It is mostly matte glass. All of their scraps and odd bits of lumpy glass, she had opted to keep in this basket. Carefully reaching into it, she grabs a piece and processes it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand{Round}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, she looks at the almost’ish perfectly round matte-glass marble in her hand and then places it onto a chain.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Magical-talisman - Glass]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Magical-talisman - Glass (Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            This small necklace consists of an enchanted glass-bauble, attached to an iron necklace. When worn, it raises some resistances.


            Light seems to shimmer with an odd intensity when striking the glass.

          
        


        
          	
            During the day:


            +1 Poison resistance


            +1 Dark resistance


            +1 Water resistance


            +1 Ice Resistance


            


            During the night:


            +1 Fire resistance


            +1 Lightning resistance


            +1 Physical protection


            +1 Holy resistance

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.16 kg
          

          	
            Value ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams, staring at the thing in her hand. She looks at the necklace with some joy in her eyes. "It’s so pretty," she whispers to herself excitedly, holding the thing out to look at it. It’s a little crude looking, being just a glass marble on the end of an iron chain. But its simplicity is somehow also its best feature.


    Humming she sets to work on making the rest of them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Magical-talisman - Glass] x 5
          
        

      
    


    


    "Jubilee is going to love these!" says the girl, looking at her treasure-trove. Once again, Jubilee’s glass as a ‘free’ resource is putting them ahead of the game. All they have to do is get some iron, or maybe even some other kind of metal? She had paid twenty Obols for this one ingot, but got six talismans out of it. With these stats…


    Fresh looks at the necklaces, setting one to the side for herself and one to the side for Jubilee, she would give it to them as a present later. Her hands grab a third one and she holds it up to her eyes, inspecting it closely when the bad idea comes to her.


    The girl fidgets nervously, looking around the pantry, as if someone might be watching her. Should she…?


    Her eyes return to the necklace.


    "I shouldn’t…" mutters Fresh. But she doesn’t lower her arms. The rain continues to drizzle outside, tapping against the glass of the window. She takes a deep breath, having made up her mind. She shouldn’t. Buuut -


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch: Curse Item] on [Magical-talisman - Glass](Normal)
          
        

      
    


    


    [image: Img]


    


    Fresh looks at the necklace in her hands. The glass bauble seems to shift and glow, as if a droplet of black-tinged water was trapped inside of the glass sphere. A chill runs up her fingers, through her arm and causes her body to shiver. The light, shining into the glass, shifts and suddenly, the swirling thing inside of it disappears. The necklace stops glowing with its dull, purple energy and now looks like any other.


    Fresh yelps as the door to the pantry swings open.


    "Hey! I need you downstairs, come on," says Jubilee, running back down. Nervously, Fresh grabs the bunch of necklaces and looks around the pantry. Down by the leg of a shelf is a small hole in the floorboard and without thinking, she stuffs the cursed-necklace down into it to hide it. She’d deal with it later.


    For now, the girl runs downstairs to help run the shop for the rest of the day.


    


    Note for occultists - Warding off vampires 

So, now we know where the vampyric scum originates from and we know how to identify them. There are only two topics left. First of all, how to protect ourselves from the disgusting wretches and secondly how to kill them. Today we will be discussing the former topic. As discussed in the last trivia, there is a class of objects known As apotropaics. Apotropaics is a form of magic that is used to chase away or to harm evil influences in the world. Whereas a ‚good luck charm‘ is intended to make the wearer lucky by blessing them, an apotropaic is the ‚offensive‘ version of that and protects the user by directly damaging or threatening a dark entity, rather than blessing the user, thereby not allowing it to reach the user in the first place.

 Apotropaics can be anything, from the Nazar, an anti ‚evil-eye‘ painting, to magical amulets, talismans or even something as simple as a gesture. (Crossed fingers, knocking on wood, etc) There are many such ‚evil-averting‘ symbols throughout ancient history. The Greeks for example used the Gorgon as a common symbol, or the evil eye. Catholic churches used grotesque imagery such as gargoyles to scare away demons and witches.

 How does this round back to vampires you might be wondering? Well, vampires have their own weaknesses, if you will. Garlic is the most common example. Why do vampires hate garlic? Back in ancient Egypt, garlic was believed to have great healing powers, making it antithetical to the undead. From there-on over the ages, it spread to the northwest to the slavic regions, where the meaning turned to a protection against witches and the plague. Garlic coincidentally is a blood purifier as it’s an incredibly nutritious food with strong anti-microbial effects, it contains the chemical Allicin, that has been proven to kill mosquitoes. Furthermore, it can be used in pickling foods, the reasoning here would be then, if garlic could keep food from decaying, it can stop people from doing the same.

 Another common one is consecrated ground, such as churches or temples, as these are holy spaces filled with an ‚energy‘ that would overpower the creature if it intruded into them. This is where the ‚vampires can‘t enter your home without permission’ thing comes into play. Home is where the heart is after all and so, assuming you have a strong feeling of home where you live, a vampire is unable to break into this sacred space without explicit permission. By welcoming the vampire in, you are tarnishing the hallowed ground and breaking the seal, thereby removing the consecration of your home.

 Vampires are also unable to cross running water for the same reasons. Though note that this is rooted in modern fiction and has little historical precedence. The whole running water thing might just be another vampire scheme to have us drop our guard. If it were true though, the logic would be the same. In the west, water is seen as a cultural symbol for purity. Running water especially so, as it nourishes life and washes away dirt and grime and sickness. Add in to that, the fact that rivers are natural borders that have separated us from ‚the other side‘ for a long time and you get all sorts of spooky mythology. Imagine living in a small village a thousand years ago, standing on the edge of a large river and looking at the dark forest on the far side. The river would have a protective feeling for you.

 The crucifix comes into play as well and is said to ward vampires, but I wouldn’t trust this one either. The crucifix warding off vampires is likely just religious dogma and while it certainly has a theatrical flair to it, there is no basis for this belief other than the church saying so. How heavily you trust that belief, I’ll leave up to you. But perhaps there is something to be said for this though, along the same lines as before. Perhaps if you believe, the crucifix can have the same apotropaic effect as a ‚feeling of sanctuary‘. Of course, the best way to protect yourself from a Vampyrus-Immortuos is just to kill it, which will be our lesson for next time.

  


  Chapter 43: Healing


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor soul-potions: 19 Obols each - 48 sold = +912


            Antidotes: 15 Obols each - 12 sold = +180


            Bone-daggers: 49 Obols each - 3 sold = +147


            Odd and ends: ~40 Obols each - 2 sold = +80


            Glass-chickens: 30 Obols each - 1 sold = ~30


            Mushroom-caps(Blue): - sold 0, bought 41 (6 each) = -246


            Mushroom-caps(Orange): - sold 0, bought 28 (5 each) = -140


            Total (Gross) = +963


            5% Merchants’ guild deduction = -46


            12% Taxes = -111


            10% Savings and upkeep = -93


            Deductions = -251 Obols


            Total (Net) = +682 Obols
Earnings = 341 Obols each


             


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh tilts her head, pursing her lips. "It’s a lot less today."


    Jubilee shrugs, pulling the paper back to look at it again. "Well, yeah? It’s like I said. Until everyone burns through their stockpile, they won’t come back." Jubilee points at her. "Assuming they don’t all die down in the dungeon because of your freaky witch-potions."


    "They’re not freaky witch-potions!" argues Fresh, crossing her arms. "I make them with a lot of love!"


    "Yeah, yeah." Jubilee looks at the necklaces. "These are good though," they say. "The day-night thing is a little weird, never seen that before. But one to all of these resistances?" they ask, tilting their head. "The low-level adventurers will be crawling over each other for these." They spin the necklace around on their finger, the glass bead swinging through the air. "Our shit is pretty weird, but we’re going to corner the entire low-level market, if we keep this up."


    Fresh places the broom against the wall, having finished sweeping. "’Weird’?" she asks.


    "Uh, yeah?" Jubilee sorts their coins for the day. "Things have been pretty cut and dry here for a while," they explain. "Potions? Go the alchemist. Weapons? Weaponsmith. Trinkets? Jeweler. And so on and so on. Everything was cut into little pieces." They slide a heap of coins to the side. "But we have a little of everything." They look back towards Fresh. "It’s a weird idea for a store, but you know…" they nod to her. "Maybe you really do have a knack for this sort of work."


    Fresh beams, raising a finger. "That makes sense, it all started with a single coin when I arrived here."


    Jubilee tilts their head. "What?"


    The girl blinks, lowering her finger and looking away. "Ah! Uh… nothing! Just… you know me! Haha!" Fresh knocks on her head and turns around towards the window, humming as she walks away.


    Should she tell Jubilee about how she arrived here? Would Jubilee even believe her? If there’s anyone she trusts here, it’s Jubilee. But… maybe this particular secret was best kept for now. Besides -


    She looks back to Jubilee, who has returned to their work.


    - It’s not like she knows anything about Jubilee’s past either. Actually… Fresh realizes, she’s never even seen Jubilee’s menu, did it even appear during their fighting in the dungeon? What level is Jubilee? What class? Where are they from? Are they human? Or something else? Are they a boy or a girl? Fresh looks out of the downstairs window at the reflection in the glass of Jubilee’s back.


    But maybe it’s all just none of her business? Jubilee is her friend and sometimes friends keep secrets from each other. That’s fine. She has her own secrets too. Smiling, she looks past the reflection and out of the window.


    Still. If they kept this up, even if every day was a ‘slow’ day like today, they’d be able to pay the guild back before the year is even close to over. Heck, they’d probably manage before the end of spring with some elbow-grease. Fresh beams. Maybe everything is turning out alright after all? She sighs in relief. She was so worried about everything after the initial disaster of her arrival, but now everything is slowly coming together. The expression on her face widens, as she realizes her good fortune and, watching the rain-droplets splash against the window, she silently thanks the fountain for having given her this bounty.


    Something shifts in the dusk outside and her eyes open wide, as she sees the figure moving towards their door. "Uh, Jubilee, I think someone’s coming."


    "We’re closed, tell them to fuck off."


    Fresh scratches her cheek meekly as she watches the white-robed man walk up to their door. She expects him to try and open it. But he doesn’t, instead something slides down beneath it and she watches him get up and walk away. Looking down, Fresh bends over to pick up the letter. "We got mail," she says, staring at the plain envelope, sealed shut with a thick, red-wax seal.


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    "We got a letter," says Fresh, waving it at Jubilee, who is walking over towards her. They snatch it from her hands and look at the seal.


    "Fuck," their fingers rip the side of the envelope open and they pull out the letter, reading it to themselves, muttering under their breath. "Fuck! Nothing good ever comes in a letter."


    Fresh tilts her head curiously and Jubilee holds the page out to her. "We’ve been ‘invited’ to a meeting with the fucking cardinal," barks Jubilee. "Shit! I fucking hate this city."


    She takes the letter and looks at it. "Is that bad? It seems like a real privilege," she says, scratching her cheek. "The priests all seem like nice people and maybe we can make some connections?"


    "What the hell is wrong with you?" groans Jubilee. "There’s only one reason the church would want to talk to us."


    Fresh racks her brain and her eyes go wide. "Do… do they know that I’m…" she looks around. "You know?"


    "What?" Jubilee stars at her. "No. If they knew that, the only letter you’d get would be the letter 'X' that they’ll brand onto your forehead, before you get locked away underground for the rest of your very short life. This is worse." Jubilee narrows their eyes and Fresh can’t help but feel a shiver run down her spine. Worse? What could be worse?


    Her friend walks away, back towards the counter. "With Donata gone, their supply of soul-potions has been cut off. They want ours -" Jubilee looks back to her, the letter crumpling as they clench their fist down tightly and hiss with disgust at the very concept that they now utter. "- for a discount."


    Fresh, having been caught up in Jubilee’s rant, clutches her cheeks and shouts. "Nooo…!" The girl’s voice trails off as she stops and thinks."- Huh?" She looks around the room. "That doesn’t sound so bad, Jubilee?" Her finger taps her chin. "Like I said, the priests seem to be really nice. I wouldn’t mind helping them. I bet they do a lot of good here in town!"


    "- And by ’discount’, I mean basically free." Jubilee kicks the counter. "Fucking Donata, even now that old hag found a way to fuck me over." Jubilee sighs. "It’s a good thing we have such low costs. Maybe we can still squeeze this somehow." They shake their head. "Come on, let’s finish up and then let’s go to sleep."


    The girl’s lips quiver as she rubs her fingers together meekly. "Jubileee~"


    Seeing where she is going, Jubilee glares at her. "No! You got one freebie. Go to sleep in your own room, weirdo," they snap at her. "Are you scared of the dark because of one little vampire?" Jubilee places the necklaces into a bin. "There are hundreds of them down in the dungeon." They wave her off. "Your half of the coins are on the counter," they say. "Tomorrow should be a slow day, so you run the store. I’ll take care of the church business."


    "Can I go too? I really want to see it!" asks Fresh, scooping up her coins and running after Jubilee. before she has to stay down here alone in the dark. "Pleeease?"


    "Can you please just use your head? No, you can’t go to the church! Goo-brain!"


    "You never take me anywhereee~" whines Fresh.


    "What? What the fuck? If you want to go anywhere, go yourself, dumb-ass. You’re an adult!" Jubilee shakes their head as they walk up the stairs.


    Fresh pouts, however she has no choice but to give in. Jubilee slams their door shut and, despite standing outside of it in the dark hallway nervously for five minutes alone, it doesn’t open again a second time for her tonight. Scared, Fresh runs into her own room, but not before getting several of her potions to place inside of it. The glowing bottles act as night-lights.


    Somehow, the rain still continues. The storm never quite seems to pass, even after this many days. But there is no more thunder, it’s just a constant drizzle with no end in sight. Blocking the door with a bunch of junk that she can scrape together, Fresh falls down onto her pile of blankets. She makes a mental note to finally make a bed tomorrow and also maybe something to barricade her door and windows with.


    The night comes and her eyes fall shut, the soft rain having lulled her to sleep. The droning rattle of its splashing outside hums like a midnight lullaby to soothe her rightfully paranoid mind.


    


    


    


    Soon enough, the next day comes and Jubilee is already gone by the time she wakes up. They left a note on her door to remind her that they went to the church. Fresh gets ready for the day, taking a moment to read another few pages of her grimoire, which isn’t nearly as spooky to read in the morning as it is during the night. Somehow, the sun helps to repel those bad feelings, even if it is only sparsely visible through the thin rain-clouds. The rain seems to have mostly stopped today, but the clouds still linger overhead.


    An hour later, she stands behind the counter and watches the first people enter for the day. Somewhat nervously, she stares as a familiar giant of a man barges inside, tears streaming down his face as he storms to the counter, something clutched tightly in his arms.


    The familiar orc howls and drops his arms down onto the counter. "Pleeease, save him!" he screams.


    "Huh?" Somewhat nervously, given the towering, howling, green man before herself, Fresh looks down at the counter, at the glass-chicken. Its head is separated from its body. She scratches her cheek, looking back up at the orc. "You didn’t cut yourself, did you?"


    "I’m fine!" He slams his palms down onto the counter, the wood vibrating as he leans in forward with surprising tenacity and lowers his head. "Please!"


    Fresh looks down at the decapitated chicken and thinks for a second. Her eye catches a glimmer of an orange-antidote down below the shelf. She isn’t sure why the orc is taking this so seriously, but if nothing else, she understands his strong emotions. Clenching her fists, she narrows her eyes and nods back to him. "Okay!"


    It takes a while. She uses a mixture of the glue for their potion labels and her crafting skills to put the pieces back together. The cracked glass can’t be fixed to look like it was before, it never can if it breaks once. But despite that -


    The priestess from the day before barges in a minute later, stomping as she rushes towards the howling orc. She yanks him away by his ear with surprising courage, as she profoundly apologizes to Fresh for her ‘idiot party-member’ bothering her, a somewhat fearful glint in her eye as she does so. Oddly enough, this happens when she looks at Fresh and not because of the howling man, two times her size, who she has by the ear. Fresh tilts her head and waves to the angry, strawberry-blonde haired priestess that it’s okay. There’s nothing else going on today anyways. "It’s okay. There are hardly any customers today anyways," explains Fresh.


    - She spins the chicken around on the counter, inspecting it as she finishes her work and with a satisfied smile, hands it over to the orc. He takes it and cries, as if holding his own newborn, saved from the clutches of the reaper.


    A man walks in from outside. "I’ll die for you, Chicken-priestess! Thank you~!" screams the orc as he holds the ‘healed’ chicken aloft into the air. Fresh scratches her cheek, feeling somewhat embarrassed, as the man who had just walked in to the store then immediately turns around and leaves again. The orc’s priestess companion smacks the giant across his side.


    "You jerk! I’ve literally sewed your finger back on!" She crosses her arms and lets out a ‘hmpf’. The orc stops his dramatics to look at her, as if not sure what she was getting at. She opens a single eye to stare at his confused face. Her expression clearly becomes more and more annoyed as he doesn't seem to catch on. "You never say 'thank you' to me!" she argues in a huff, her posture shifting as she jabs a finger into his chest.


    The orc tilts his head, as if he doesn’t understand the problem. But then he looks back to his chicken and he holds it out to face her, the battle-scar on its neck proof of its endurance. "Bakaw?" asks the orc and the priestess clutches her hood in frustrated exasperation as she turns to leave.


    Fresh can’t help but laugh as she rubs the back of her head, feeling a very strong sense of déjà vu. "Sorry for all the trouble," says the priestess to her before leaving. "We’ll pay you for the repairs soon. I promise," swears the woman, fidgeting with her sleeve.


    "It’s fine. Please come again!" laughs Fresh, waving her off. She looks at the orc and makes a stern face, pointing to the chicken but then also to his companion, who is already walking out of the door. "Protect them both with your life!" The orc straightens up and slams a fist against his chest, nodding once, before turning to leave after his party-member.


    The rest of the day passes with less excitement, initially, but soon enough the new necklaces get noticed as well and the single metal-clad adventurer in the store takes a look around the shop. "These are really good, are these new?"


    "Mm! I just made them last night," says Fresh, happy that someone finally saw them. The man looks back at the talisman once more, before walking to the counter and paying for it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Sold: 1 [Magical-talisman - Glass](Normal)


            for


            [{51} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    "Can you put four of these on the side for tomorrow? My party will love these."


    "Of course!" exclaims Fresh with an excited smile, giving the man his change. She waves as he leaves. Maybe if he tells his party about them, then they will tell others too? Word could spread fast, especially in this city, where such things seem to spread all of their own accord somehow. Word of mouth is a real driving force in the economy, apparently. She has an idea about exactly that as well, one that she thinks Jubilee will like a lot. The girl formulates a plan, thinking about how she's going to convince her party-member to help her with it tomorrow.


    Soon enough, evening breaks, putting an end to their slowest day yet and soon after that, Jubilee returns, carrying a parcel of food for them both, just as Fresh is about to close the store after another successful day.


    


    Note for occultists - Killing vampires 

We’ve come a long way, haven’t we? Today we will be talking about the most important topic in regards to vampires. How to kill them so that they stay dead.

 Sunlight is too obvious, so we’ll leave that one as is.

 The most common method of destroying a vampire is of course to stake them through their heart. Staking originates from the Slavic cultures, though the reasoning for this is uncertain. There are whispers that it originates however from Vlad the impaler, who famously practiced staking at a somewhat larger scale. Another more believable idea is that bloated, swollen corpses would deflate if pierced, giving the appearance that ‘something’ was leaving them. The type of wood you use isn’t important, though there are clear cultural preferences. Ash wood is typically used in the Balkan region, whereas oak was commonly used in the area of south-eastern Germany/The Czech republic. Some particularly die-hard vampire hunters insist on using wood of the Aspen tree however, as it is believed that the cross of Jesus Christ was made out of Aspen wood. I’ll leave this one up to you, I’m just a dungeon-occultist, not a religious scholar.

 Interestingly, the Roma had their own unique version of staking involving metal needles rather than a wooden stake and placing metal into the creature’s mouth and eyes. (Remember our good friends, the ancient Greeks and their practice of putting an Obol into a corpses mouth or on the eyes? Funny how everything is connected somehow, isn’t it?) While I believe you should go for the heart, in Germany and Russia, it was commonly understood that the stake should go through the mouth. Perhaps it is best to do both, just to be sure. Though these cultures generally didn’t stake often. They rather preferred the next method.

 Another simple, but tried and true method, is decapitation. Vampire can’t bite you if it doesn’t have a head after all. *Taps noggin* Nice and easy. Just chop of the head and then place it down between the feet, or more humorously, behind the butt of the body. This ‘encourages’ the soul to leave just a little bit faster. If you have a sleeping vampire, you could also hold the burial service for them twice, they get bored apparently and just decide that death is a better alternative than to listen to another eulogy. Though honestly, if you have them asleep you may as well just do the dirty work and do it right.

 My favorite method? Shoot a bullet through the coffin of the deceased. Silver ideally. Isn’t technology wonderful?

 If you want to know more, far more, about the scourge on this plane that are the Strigoi, then I highly encourage you to read - 

 The vampire encyclopedia
 Matthew Bunson
 1993
 ISBN 0-517-16206-7
 

 The whole 200 page book is free on Google Scholar! 

 Apart from that, congratulations! You are now fully equipped to help fight against the vampire menace!

  


  Chapter 44: Branding


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor soul-potions: 19 Obols each - 12 sold = +228


            Antidotes: 15 Obols each - 5 sold = +75


            Bone-daggers: 49 Obols each - 1 sold = +49


            Odd and ends: ~40 Obols each - 0 sold = +0


            Glass-chickens: 30 Obols each - 0 sold = ~0


            Mushroom-caps(Blue): - sold 0, bought 11 (6 each) = -66


            Mushroom-caps(Orange): - sold 0, bought 8 (5 each) = -40


            Iron-Ingots - sold 0, bought 3 = -60


            Magical-talisman(Glass) - sold 1 = +51


            Total (Gross) = +237


            5% Merchants’ guild deduction = -12


            12% Taxes = -28


            10% Savings and upkeep = -24


            Total (Net) = +173 Obols


            Earnings = 86 Obols each


             


            

          
        

      
    


    


    Jubilee sighs, looking at the calculation. They throw a single coin down into the change bowl, down below the counter. "Slow day. Well… that’s fine," they mutter. "They’ll come back in a few days, once their potions run out." They look over the sheet of paper once again. "You didn’t buy many mushroom-caps today?"


    Fresh nods, thinking as she sweeps. "I think we bought most of them, at least until the dungeon resets," she says. "When is that, by the way?"


    Jubilee looks over to her and then back to the ledger. "With the new moon. Everything resets in the dungeon. But you still have your shortcuts, so you can skip the trash at the top, if you have any unlocked."


    "Oh," says the girl plainly. "So, how was it?" asks Fresh finally. Jubilee hadn’t spoken a word about their day yet, opting to quietly help her with the evening work instead and Fresh didn’t want to pressure them, as they seemed rather stressed.


    "You’re going to need to buy more mushroom-caps," they say.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, setting the broom down to start restocking her soul-potions.


    "The church wants our soul-potions, even if they’re weaker than Donata’s," says Jubilee. "She isn’t supplying anymore. That means we’re the biggest game in town and the church wants to play."


    Fresh turns around, rubbing her arm. "Jubilee…" They look back towards her. "What happened to Donata?"


    Jubilee stares at her for a moment and then returns their gaze back forward to the piece of paper that they had already finished reading a long time ago. "Don’t worry about it."


    Fresh steps forward, pouting. "I want to know."


    "Drop it," says Jubilee, waving her off.


    Fresh marches forward, grabbing Jubilee and spinning them around to face her with an unusual hardness in her eyes. "It was me she went after! I have a right to know!" Jubilee swipes her off with a hiss, flinching as the hands leave their body. Fresh lowers her gaze, feeling bad about having been so rough just now. "Is she…?"


    "You don’t need to know," says Jubilee plainly, calming themselves with a deep exhalation.


    Fresh locks her eyes onto Jubilee’s again. "I want to know. It’s my business." This time Fresh raises a finger, poking it into Jubilee, who lets out an agitated grunt. "We’re friends, so tell me the truth!"


    Something shifts in their eyes, the hardness weakens just a little, but only to seemingly fortify itself elsewhere. Jubilee wraps their hand around her finger, the leather glove clenching tightly, as they pull her hand off of themselves. "Stop. Touching. Me," they hiss and the two of them glare at each other for a while. After what feels like a minute, Jubilee lets go of Fresh’s finger and walks away to straighten the chickens, shaking their head.


    "The merchants’ guild was pissed because she went too far and almost ruined their newest cash-cow," says Jubilee. "The church was pissed because she summoned a vampire in their city." Jubilee stands in front of the shelf and grabs a chicken, twisting it a few inches to the side. "Apparently, she had some black-market summoning scroll. That’s just like that old hag, to have creepy shit like that."


    They turn the chicken back again halfway.


    "Having one of them mad at you is bad enough, but both?" Jubilee looks back towards her, turning only their head to look over their shoulder. "Let’s just say that they…" They turn back towards the chicken. " - They split the difference."


    Fresh rubs her arm uncomfortably at the insinuation. "So… she’s dead?"


    "By now? I sure hope so."


    Fresh rubs her sleeve and looks down the pile of coins on the table, as both of them stand there quietly for a while. The only audible noise is the rubbing of the feet of the glass-chicken shifting over the wooden shelf. Jubilee walks back to her. "Come on. Let’s make you a bed."


    "Huh?" Fresh looks over towards the obscured figure in surprise, given the odd suggestion.


    "We still have some wood left in my room," says Jubilee, going up the staircase. Fresh watches them ascend, deciding not to push the line of questioning any further. Her glance simply falls down to the pile of coins below herself, down on the counter. Eighty-six Obols. These are her earnings for the day. She picks one of them up, looking at it.


    "It’s all for this, huh?" asks Fresh.


    "Are you coming?" barks a voice from upstairs. Fresh jumps and runs up after them. In truth, she doesn’t even need Jubilee to help her make the bed. But, she appreciates the gesture and as the two of them sit together quietly in her room, stacking lumber and gathering a few odds and ends from the pantry, she can’t help but feel a warm feeling in her chest, one that she isn’t quite too sure what to do with. As the joy of her friend’s efforts mix in with the darkness that seems to be lurking everywhere else in this world.


    Jubilee tells her about their visit to the church, which was apparently less of a meeting on equal footing and more of a lecture on ‘civil responsibility’. The short version is that the merchants’ guild had obligations to the church, which in turn means that they have obligations to the church, at least as far as the cardinal saw it. The end result is that they would be selling a fixed amount of potions to the church directly for their stockpiles. One hundred a week.


    The pricing has been left open for them to decide.


    "Huh? Isn’t that good?" asks Fresh, as they set the sideboard against the rest of the frame that they had constructed. "We’ll just charge them a little bit less than normal and say they’re getting a discount," suggests Fresh. "We’ll still make a profit because of our low costs," she says, fastening the plank onto the construct.


    "You goo-brain. You don’t get it. They said we can ‘decide’," explains Jubilee. "That’s just them giving us rope to hang ourselves with. If we don’t support them, they’ll discourage people from buying from us," they say, sighing. "The priests do a lot of good in this city, I won’t lie to you. The day-to-day types are decent folk, they basically hold whatever good is left of this city together. But upper-management?" Jubilee shakes their head. "It’s all politics up there, just like everywhere else." They let go of the board, seeing if it will hold. "None of those red-robed fucks has laid hands on anything other than gold coins in years. That’s all they care about."


    Between their work, she takes a break to go make a fresh batch of moonwater. Jubilee watches her curiously as she does so.


    Soon after, they return to their project. Fresh crafts several thin, springy boards out of the longer planks, lining the inside of the frame with them, as they discuss their plan. Soon the bed is finished and Fresh looks at it with delight, asking Jubilee if she can hug them. The answer of course, is a resounding ’no’ and a new accusation of her being some odd-ball degenerate.


    She doesn’t have a mattress yet, but two old blankets on top of a box-spring is a luxury compared to sleeping on the floor. She’ll figure out the mattress later, when she has time to explore town again.


    As for the potions, they agree, much to Jubilee’s anguish, that they’ll ‘sell’ their hundred minor soul-potions a week for a token price of only a single Obol a piece. It isn’t great economics on paper, but they need the sanction of the church and a hundred a week is a bargain for that, as Fresh explains it, much to Jubilee’s shock. Their supply of blue mushroom-caps is running tight though, especially if they want to keep up with the adventurer’s demand as well, but Fresh is optimistic.


    "I’ve learned a lot of new stuff with my class so far, but I have a new idea though! Something not witchy!" she says, raising a finger, but then covers her mouth to let out a loud yawn. "But I’ll tell you about my idea tomorrow."


    Jubilee nods, not too interested in any more of her ideas now either and they both go to bed. "Keep your voice down when you say that word," they say. Fresh apologizes.


    


    


    


    Fresh lays there alone in her room, surrounded by glowing potions. She lays atop of the hard bed-frame. It isn’t ideal, but she's happy. Pulling the blanket up higher to cover her shoulders and neck, her eyes gaze one last time towards the dark corner of the room, beneath the window as darkness falls around herself.


    "You aren’t going to get me, demons…"


    


    


    


    The morning comes soon enough and Fresh, demon-free, rises up to get ready for the day with a bright smile. Time flies, and soon enough, she finds herself sitting downstairs behind the counter, hunched over forward and drawing on a piece of parchment paper.


    "So?" asks Jubilee, placing a cup of what apparently is some kind of bone-broth down in front of her, together with a roll of sturdy looking fabric. Fresh takes the cup with a smile, thanking Jubilee and opting not to ask which bones in particular it was made out of. She takes a sip, it has a deeply rich, fatty flavor that is very satisfying. If not a little heavy for these early morning hours.


    "Thank you," she looks down at the paper in front of herself. "Wait. I almost got it…" she looks back up. "Can we take a day off, by the way? Just sometime eventually, so I can get one or two more levels?" She clasps her hands. "Pleeease?"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "We can, but let’s just get everything stabilized here first. We just opened, so we can’t just stop now."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, happy with that compromise as she holds her hands above the things laying there. "So, I was thinking. We’re selling a weapon, we have some potions, we have a piece of jewelry. So that means we’re missing one big category!" she exclaims excitedly. "Well… two if you count food." She taps her chin. "Should we start selling food?"


    "No," says Jubilee plainly. "I saw the bite-marks in that mush-mush. I’m not eating anything you cook."


    Fresh puffs out her cheek. "It was a survival situation!"


    "Yeah, yeah." They wave her off. "So? What are you making?"


    Fresh wags her finger and her head from side to side, as she finishes her preparations. "You mean, what are WE making?"


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee quite dryly as Fresh unwraps the fabric.


    "It’s your house. So I think you should have something in the store too!" Fresh smiles. "It’s a good feeling, making things that people like." She lifts up the fabric in her hands, holding it up.


    "I’m not really a crafter," says Jubilee, waving her off. "Besides, people already bought the stuff I got from the dungeon."


    Fresh purses her lips, narrowing her eyes as she glares at her friend. "That’s not the same! And you are!" She hands the fabric back to Jubilee. "Your sub-class is tailoring!"


    "Just to fix my own clothes, I’m not really… I’m not really good at it," they explain, holding out their tattered sleeves as if to emphasize their point.


    Fresh shakes her head. "My potions were low-quality too, but people liked them!"


    A small hand waves through the air as Jubilee takes a step back. "I don’t know how to make anything really."


    The girl grumbles and pushes the fabric against Jubilee, forcing them to take it. "I told you that I have an idea, so will you try?" She leans over the counter with wide eyes towards an uneasy Jubilee. "Pleeease~?"


    Jubilee groans in annoyance, but then relents. "Fine! What do you want me to make?"


    Beaming, Fresh holds out the drawing to her friend. "This!"


    "…A bag?"


    Fresh sways the drawing from side to side. "Not just any bag!" Jubilee stares over the paper as the girl goes on. "An official Dungeon-Item-Shop tote-bag! We can write our name on the side of the fabric and then, whenever somebody buys a lot of stuff, we can put it inside of one of these bags for them to carry easier!" She winks. "For a few extra Obols, of course!"


    Jubilee rubs the chin of their mask, as if thinking. "They do tend to buy a lot of potions at once…" But then they shake their head and then rise back up. "But adventurers already all have bags. So nobody will go for it."


    "True! But haven’t you noticed?" says Fresh, leaning in excitedly, giddy about finally having won one over on Jubilee. "Most adventurers don’t carry their bags with them all day!" she explains. "A lot of the time, when they walk around town and stop in to our store, they’re bag-less. Which of course, makes buying a lot of things at once a pain." She clutches her cheeks. "Isn’t it lucky that we’ll have just the right solution to that problem though?" Fresh smiles brightly. "Plus, it’s free marketing! If every bag has our name on it, then they’ll carry us around the city and pay us to do it!"


    Jubilee stares at her, somewhat lost for words and they both stand there in silence for a while. Fresh’s determined expression softens, as she feels her party-member’s wary gaze eyeing her up and down. The strain of the silence becomes too much, she breaks eye contact and looks down to the side. "Sorry…" Rubbing her arm she goes on. "I thought you’d like the idea."


    The room is quiet.


    A bright light shines out and Fresh looks back down just in time to see the small cloth bag being flung into her face.


    "You take care of the writing, I always make a mess with ink," says Jubilee to her.


    The bag flops down to the counter. Fresh beams and the two of set to work.

  


  Chapter 45: Shopping


  
    "You really shouldn’t drink anymore…" says Fresh uneasily, rubbing the back of her head with her free hand, as she looks at the large coin in her other. "Ten in two days seems like a lot."


    "Huh?" The wizard in red waves her off and pushes the girl’s hand back against her chest, gesturing for her to keep the coin. "It’s fine!"


    "Does the effect even stack?" asks Fresh nervously, trying to find something, anything, to ease her worries.


    "No, but it resets the timer each time. Honestly, I just like the taste!" The red-wizard bends down to grab her potions and lifts the little bag up. It had cost an extra five Obols, bringing the total sales price of five minor soul-potions up from ninety-five to an even hundred Obols. "They taste like blue, you know?"


    "Ah… do they?" laughs Fresh, realizing that she hadn’t actually ever tried drinking any of her own potions, since that first antidote. "Is your dungeoneering going well?"


    "Yeah!" says the wizard in excitement, looking at the little bag. "I’m up to floor thirteen now," she exclaims with pride in her eyes. "Thankfully I have magic. Ghosts, you know?" The wizard leaves, waving goodbye. The moment she steps outside, she uncorks the first of their soul-potions and begins chugging it on her way towards the dungeon.


    Ghosts? Fresh fidgets uncomfortably at the idea. Jubilee walks by, carrying a load of fresh potions for the shelves. "Talk about a repeat customer."


    "Is it bad? To drink too many potions?" asks Fresh curiously, getting the images of floating specters out of her mind’s eye.


    "Depends how they’re made. Medicine can have side-effects, you know?" says Jubilee, placing the batch from upstairs down onto the counter. "But we’re merchants. It’s our job to sell things. What people do with those things is none of our business." They shrug, going to walk back up the stairs a second time. "If she wants to buy a barrel of it to drown herself in, that’s not our problem," they explain, rather callously. "As long as she pays upfront."


    Fresh rubs her arm, not sure how she feels about that. Maybe it’s fine? The red-wizard is the only one who seems to have a particular taste for the potions. Maybe she just really does like the flavor? Fresh looks at one of the bottles down at her side and, tilting her head curiously, pops the top off and takes a sip.


    
      
        


        
          
            
              	
                + Status Effect: [Minor soul-potion](Normal)
              
            

          
        


        

      

    


    
      Her eyes shoot open wide and she holds the bottle back at arms length, inspecting it. "It really does taste like blue!"


      "Stop wasting the product!" barks Jubilee back at her.


      Fresh sticks out her blue tongue in protest. "Bleeeh~!"


      


      


      


      Business is slow today again, though a tad faster than it was yesterday. But most of the time, Fresh just ends up twiddling her thumbs.


      "If you want, you can go take a walk," says a voice down from next to herself. Fresh looks at Jubilee. "It’s a slow day, you need to go order a mattress anyways. So go knock yourself out, I’ll take care of things here."


      "Are you sure?" asks Fresh, but Jubilee just waves her off. Smiling, the girl thanks her friend and grabs her heavy bag, filled with coins, lifting it over her shoulder. "Okay, I’ll be back in a bit!"


      Jubilee tells her where exactly she has to go to find a mattress, though Fresh isn’t happy about the prospect as she hears it. But at least they apparently would deliver it. Fresh walks out of the door, stepping outside of the store and into the bright light of a new day.


      The sun somehow seems to manage to find its way back into the forefront of the world once again, as if all the rain-clouds had been banished entirely from this plane of existence, leaving only a pristine blue sky behind. It’s a hot, spring day, but the damp air from the previous days seems to linger just a little, as there is a distinct lack of a breeze. Smiling, she takes a deep breath, rising to the tips of her toes to stretch. Something pops in her lower back and she winces, letting out a defeated sigh as she turns right towards the plaza. It really is time to get a new mattress. Her bag, heavy from all the coins filling it, jingles just a little as she makes her way towards the market-plaza, by the front gate.


      Taking a deep breath to prepare herself, she enters into the somber building that is the adventurers’ guild, diving right into the sad atmosphere and does her best to not let the melancholic wail of the mourning song distract her, as she marches straight towards the counter.


      The barkeeper, polishing a glass as always, looks up to her with an expression that seems just a little more familiar now. Fresh nods to her with a smile, opening her bag and laying down two large gold coins onto the wooden surface and sliding them over to the scarred elf. She picks them up, inspecting them and then looks at Fresh, nodding.


      Eight-thousand left to go thinks Fresh with a smile.

    


    
      
        


        
          
            
              	
                Repaid - [{2000} Obols] !


                -{ 7998 Obols Remain Due}-

              
            

          
        


        

      

    


    
      Waving kindly, Fresh turns to leave. Apparently the silver Obols are worth a clean hundred each. The larger gold ones are worth a thousand each. There are other, even higher, denominations, but for most of the ‘lower class’, like they are, these are far, far out of their reach and hardly worth mentioning. The large gold coin with a skull on it, that the representative from the merchants’ guild had tried to scam them with, was worth ten-thousand Obols.


      


      


      


      Exiting the guild, having deposited about half of her money, Fresh looks around the busy plaza and opts to go to the baker’s stall and makes small-talk with the baker, before buying a small loaf of a seed-cake to take back with her for her and Jubilee to share. Though she can’t help but notice that the broad-shouldered giant of a baker seems oddly… meek, in her presence today. His loud, jolly nature seems somewhat suppressed. The girl scratches her cheek, a curious expression on her eyes and leaves, wishing him a nice day.


      "Maybe he isn’t feeling well?" she wonders, before turning towards the tailor that she had gotten her new robe from.


      Gulping once, she steels her resolve and steps inside. A tiny bell jingles out as the door pushes it aside.


      The sweet, smoky air of the heavily drab inside of the tailor’s shop surrounds her. Fresh stops in the doorway, as she feels twenty-four faces turned her way, all of them looking straight to the door, straight at her.


      "H- hello…" says Fresh meekly to the mannequins. They say nothing in response and nervously, she walks towards the counter.


      The strange, lanky man steps out from behind the curtain, taking a long draw of his pipe. "Hello. Back so soon?" he asks her curiously.


      Fresh explains why she’s there, though she finds it rather odd that a tailor would make mattresses, but in a weird way it also makes sense to her. The tall man nods, writing everything down in his ledger. They discuss the material and firmness and Fresh explains how she's been having some back aches lately from all of her work. The man nods and continues to write, saying that he has just the thing.


      "Uh… I don’t know what size it is exactly though…" says the girl, scratching her cheek.


      The tall man slaps the book shut, taking the coins she slid over the counter.

    


    
      
        


        
          
            
              	
                Bought: 1 x [Single Mattress]


                {Flower-Fiber and Harpy Feather Blend(Medium Softness)}(Normal)


                for


                [{400} Obols] !

              
            

          
        


        

      

    


    
      "Don’t worry. We know what size your bed-frame is," he says, nodding to her before waving goodbye, as he returns to the back-room. "It’ll be there before you get home."


      Nervously, Fresh looks around herself at the full room, opting it best to not think about either of these implications and she quietly backs out and away towards the door, certain that every time a mannequin leaves her field of vision, that it shifts ever so slightly, as if to watch her with the same wary eyes that she has for them. Fresh retreats back out and quickly closes the door behind herself in one sweeping motion.


      She sighs a breath of relief once the rays of the sun come to touch her skin again. Now that it is so warm again, she actually kind of misses her old robe. It was embarrassing for her to have so much skin showing, but at least it felt nice when the sun warmed her body.


      Still -


      Fresh perks back up, having had three successful stops so far.


      - She supposes that this had been everything that she wanted to do today and so, she begins walking back towards the store. It’s getting close to the afternoon-hours and that’s when business usually seems to pick back up a little again, so she shouldn’t leave Jubilee alone for too long. Besides, she's spent most of her money now, going down from over three-thousand Obols to 'only' roughly three-hundred-fifty’ish. Which in her eyes is still a fortune, but she needs to make more. A lot more.


      Happy, with her bag considerably lighter, Fresh begins to walk back, having decided that it’s time to go home. She stops in her tracks, thinking about the word she just thought. ‘Home’. A finger taps her chin and she smiles. ‘Home’, huh?


      Apparently.


      Walking just a little faster now, with a little more spring in her step she hurries back, eager to see her home again.


      But despite that, her eyes can’t help but wander as she passes the side-street. She stands at the start of the little passage that leads down past a few houses, the little road at which sits a single alchemist's shop on the far side. No light burns behind the dark windows.


      The girl fidgets uncomfortably as she looks at Donata’s store. Her head turns left, to look back down the main road. But then it turns back right again to look towards the dead windows. She gulps and walks down the side-street, her curiosity getting the best of her once again as she heads towards the lifeless building.

    

  


  Chapter 46: What has to be


  
    Fresh presses her face against the glass of the window of the dark alchemist’s shop. Despite the brightness of the day outside, little light seems to make its way inside of the shop, which is nested down at the end of this little alley. As far as she can see, nothing stirs inside of the building. No light shifts. No movements break the darkness. No sounds shatter the quiet. Nothing. All that she hears is the vivid life of the city around herself, coming into stark contrast with the empty void, that seems to lurk just beyond the thin, glass windows. The heavy presence of a black murk fills the inside of the building, almost seemingly threatening to push the glass out with the sheer pressure of its non-existence.


    She gulps. Although, maybe she’s just being a little over-imaginative?


    "It’s just an empty room…" mutters Fresh, as she presses herself off of the window, turning her back to the store to walk away. She doesn’t get far though and then simply stands there, a few meters outside of the door, watching the people run by left and right down the main street, outside of the alley. Only she is down here, standing alone outside of the door. It is as if everybody else in the city already knows that Donata, the alchemist, isn’t open for business anymore.


    Fresh finds her head turning around and before she knows what she’s doing, her hand is on the handle of the front door.


    It’s locked.


    Sighing a breath of relief, now that she’s freed of the burden of trying to snoop any further, she once again tries to leave. But this time her eyes catch something different, although she really wishes that they hadn’t. Down on the corner of the building, near the adjacent wall, is a small, elongated, rectangular basement window.


    She wants to leave, to just go back to the store and to tell Jubilee about her successful outing. But as she thinks the thought, she is already knelt downward, her hands pressing against the glass.


    The unsecured window, set down only a foot above the street, swings open, creaking quietly, as if whispering to her, giving her the okay to come inside. ‘It’s fine. Nobody is watching. Come in. Come in…’


    Not sure why she’s doing this and at the same time wishing that she wouldn’t, Fresh takes off her bag and squeezes herself through the window, with some difficulty. The shape of her new body, the form of which she is still adjusting to, is not exactly accommodating of the act of squeezing through tight spaces like this. It would be much easier for Jubilee. She lands on a wooden table not far below, several books flying down to the floor. Fresh reaches out to grab her bag and pulls it in behind herself, leaving the window open just a crack. Just a tiny smidge. Just enough so that she can get back outside quickly, if she has to.


    Fresh looks around the basement room. It looks to be some kind of alchemical-laboratory of sorts. The basement is about the size of Jubilee’s bedroom, but it is lined with shelves. Glass vials, beakers, filled with all manner of liquids and floating substances, dead plants suspended in some unidentifiable goo and all manner of such things fill the space. Fresh fidgets uncomfortably, as she sees a single eyeball hovering in a clear liquid. She isn’t sure if it's a human’s, but she doesn’t look close enough to find out either. Suspended through the room are dry plants of all manner, hanging from the rafters.


    On the far side of the room is a door and she quickly makes her way towards it, crinkling her nose as the oddly dusty smell fills it.


    Something crunches beneath her boot and the girl looks down at the broken glass at her feet.


    Kneeling down and carefully inspecting a shard, holding it up to the light of the window, she recognizes the matte piece of glass as one of theirs. This is her and Jubilee’s glass.


    Fresh looks around, seeing them now. The faintly glowing potions stacked in the corner of a table in the back, covered in a tarp. Her very own minor soul-potions. Her minor-antidotes. Had Donata been trying to figure out how they were made? She gulps and drops the glass back down to the floor, heading towards the door and carefully pulling it open, slowly peeking her head out into the staircase behind it and listening for any sounds coming from above.


    There are none. All she hears is the muffled activity of the hive buzzing outside. But inside of here there is no-one. No-one but her and the heavily looming darkness, which seems to stand atop the staircase, waving with a single finger, calling her allure.


    Fresh gulps again a second time, shaking her head to remove the imaginary specter from it and then quietly creeps up the staircase.


    Being careful to avoid going near the windows, she inspects the back rooms of the alchemist’s shop, still not too sure what exactly it is that she’s doing or looking for. Hasn’t she technically broken in? Isn’t this illegal? If she gets caught, who knows what kind of punishments they have for burglars here in this world? Jubilee had more or less told her of Donata’s fate, so -


    The girl looks around the dark space.


    - So why is she here? What is she looking for?


    She isn’t sure. But that lack of purpose doesn’t change her mind and she keeps going. It just feels like the right thing to do. It is as if something -


    Her eyes scan the dark room of the back area behind the store-front.


    - As if something in the darkness was whispering to her, telling her in words she can’t quite hear, but still understands. ‘Look. Look. Seeing is believing.’


    The wood of the stairs creaks as she heads up to the next floor above and pushes open the door, revealing a bedroom, which is lined with bookshelves on every wall, save for the window facing the street outside. Potted plants fill every nook and cranny, their leaves drooping low as if all of them were in mourning.


    "They’re just thirsty," mutters Fresh quietly to herself, rubbing her eyes and stepping into the bedroom. In the center, across from the door is a single bed, obscured by cloth drapes. She sighs a breath of relief as she sees that the bed is empty. But something catches her eye. Something obscured by a blanket, something that catches a dull ray of lazy light meandering through the bedroom window to her side, hitting the hidden thing from just the right angle to make it shine. Curiously, she slowly walks towards it and picks it up, pulling it free from the blanket covering it and holding it up towards the light.


    Fresh looks at the piece of prismatic glass in her hand and her shade-bathed reflection looks back at her.


    It shatters and falls into dust and she yelps, springing back a step as the crystal fragments fall to the floorboards. She looks down at them, as she turns to leave, her curiosity satiated. That hissing lizard voice in the back of her mind is satisfied, now that it had seen for itself.


    "It’s taken care of…" mutters Fresh, as one final confirmation, as she leaves the dark room to sneak back downstairs and back out of the basement window. For a brief moment, she considers watering the plants in the bedroom, or even taking them with her. But what if somebody comes back tomorrow and sees that someone had been here? What if somebody recognizes her with them? It’s too dangerous. She closes her eyes and apologizes to the plants, as she steps outside.


    Hurrying, she hustles back through the crowd, heading towards the shop. A smile returns to her face, washing away the cool expression from her eyes and lips, as she sees several people walking by, carrying their tote-bags.


    "Took you long enough," barks Jubilee, as she wanders back into their store, looking around.


    Fresh laughs meekly and lies. "Sorry… I got lost."


    "It’s… It’s a straight road," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips and tilting their head. Fresh doesn’t respond and just looks away. Jubilee sighs, apparently not questioning the narrative in the least. "Whatever, it’s been slow anyways. I heard some work going on upstairs in your room, so I think your mattress got delivered."


    Fresh looks at them curiously. "You think? Didn’t… didn’t they have to come in and carry it upstairs?"


    Jubilee waves her off. "The mannequins don’t work if you watch them."


    The girl rubs her arms. "They’re kind of creepy…" Fresh stares down at Jubilee, tilting her head as she notices something. "Jubilee! I just realized," she says, not thinking, leaning forward over the counter. "Your mask makes you look like you have a mannequin face!"


    Jubilee glares at her through the slits of the wooden mask. "Are you picking a fight?" they ask, prodding a finger against her. "I’ll strap a bell around your neck and sell you to a dairy-farm."


    Fresh pulls back. "That’s so mean!"


    "You started it," snaps Jubilee.


    Fresh scowls, but then her face softens and she leans back. "I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking," she admits, scratching her cheek and feeling bad now. Maybe that was insensitive of her to say. "Ah!" She opens her bag and pulls out the seed-cake. "Here! I got this for us to share later!" She puffs out her cheek and looks away, embarrassed. "If you want to…"


    Jubilee sighs. "Sure. I’d like that." The two of them stand there in an awkward silence for a moment. Jubilee clears their throat, cutting through the tension. "But first things first, we have a new business opportunity."


    "Huh?" Fresh looks around the empty store. "Really?"


    "Yeah, look at this," Jubilee grunts as they lift a fairly simple, but heavy looking sword out from beneath the counter. Fresh looks it over, staring at the edge of the blade. It is clearly nicked and worn and even has a shattering scar running through the top end of it. She feels like it’s vaguely familiar though.


    "A broken sword?" she asks Jubilee, who nods in return.


    "Yeah, some giant lummox of an orc ran in here crying and threw his sword down on the counter, asking about a -" Jubilee’s eye twitches as they glare at Fresh in agitation. "- a chicken… priestess…"


    Fresh smiles with a vague smile, pretending she doesn’t know what Jubilee is talking about. "Huh? Is that so? How strange."


    They sigh. "Anyways, apparently he wants you to fix this. I told him to get bent and to go to the weaponsmith down the road but…" Jubilee shakes their head, shrugging. "He insisted. So, here you go." Jubilee extends their arms, gesturing over the sword. "You’re officially a repair-worker now too."


    Fresh looks over the sword. "I don’t know how to repair swords though."


    Jubilee shrugs indifferently. "You’re a craftsman, figure it out, goo-brain. They paid in advance, though his priestess wasn’t happy about it," says Jubilee. "So we’re obligated now. No refunds." Fresh groans uneasily, looking over the well worn weapon. Jubilee continues. "Look, we need to diversify. We can’t just sell two kinds of potions, a dagger and a necklace -"


    "- and the glass-chickens," amends Fresh.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Whatever. We need more offers, or we’re going to run out of customers," explains Jubilee. "They’ll be back soon for more soul-potions, but we can’t rely on those alone. Repairs could be a steady stream of income, especially since we’re the first stop outside of the dungeon."


    Fresh lets out a strained grunt, trying unsuccessfully to lift the sword off of the counter. "It’s too heaaavy~"


    "It’s just a sword?" asks Jubilee, crossing their arms and shaking their head. "Look, I don’t want you to swing it, I want you to fix it."


    Fresh pouts. "What about what I want? I thought I was the party-leader?"


    Jubilee tilts their head, looking at her curiously. "And? What does the party-leader want?" they ask sarcastically.


    The girl looks around the empty store and then to the sword and then to Jubilee and then to the seed-cake on the counter. The answer to the question is the shared connection that all four of those things have. Fresh sighs, she isn’t able to open up enough to tell Jubilee about that strong feeling in her heart directly however. She smiles. What is she scared of? This is just another step that she has to take. Just another step forward towards this new life of hers that is slowly coming together, piece by piece, fragment by fragment.


    "Okay! I’ll do my best!" she exclaims, nodding.

  


  Chapter 47: A Moonless Night


  
    *Dink*


    Fresh taps the sword with the small, metal hammer. She isn’t doing it for any specific purpose, the truth is that she just doesn’t know what else to do with it.


    *Dink*


    She groans. How is she supposed to repair a sword? She’s never done any metalworking in her life, apart from the few craftsman sub-class recipes that she has used to make some necklace chains. But none of them are of any help to her now. Could craftsmen even do repairs on equipment like this?


    *Dink*


    Her shoulders droop as she sighs and looks at the sword, laying on the counter-top before herself. No more daylight shines in through the window, as it is the middle of the night now. Only her potions, lining the sides of the counter-top, fill the room with a vague light, giving her enough to see her ‘work’, which so far consisted of nothing but sighing and idly tapping the sword with the hammer as she thinks. She doesn’t even know why she has the hammer. It was just the first thing that came to her mind. Isn’t that how blacksmiths made swords? They hit them with a hammer. But…


    She looks down at the blade and supposes it has to be hot for the metal to bend. She doesn’t have any way to accomplish that though. Fresh rubs the back of her head and finally sets the hammer back down onto the counter.


    Jubilee had long since gone to bed and she sits downstairs alone, her fingers running along the nicked side of the metal sword, as she thinks. Looking down beneath the counter, Fresh picks up her grimoire and places the damp thing onto her lap. It’s rather uncomfortable, as the fabric of her robe becomes wet, but she opts to leave it there. Not that anybody was looking through the window now, as far as she can tell, but… better safe than sorry.


    Her fingers flutter through the pages. Wasn’t there something about moonwater being able to enchant weapons? Or bless them? Or something like that? Maybe that means there’s something else in here too? Something…


    - Her eyes narrow as her fingers flip through the damp pages, seemingly knowing directly where to go, even if she doesn’t herself. Fresh’s hand stops, her finger pointing to the title of a page, as if she were showing it to herself.


    "Cauldron of rebirth…" mutters the girl to herself, tilting her head, as she looks over the depiction. The wet ink shows an image of a single, large cauldron, sitting on a pile of dead wood. Strange vapors rise from the picture, the nebulous fog creating a rather morbid image of something akin to a rising soul, as it coalesces above the opening. Sitting inside of the cauldron is a resting skeleton, holding itself in a loose embrace with one arm, the other lifted to raise a single finger in front of its mouth, as if to shush the reader.


    "A magical cauldron that is able to revive the dead…" Fresh purses her lips and looks at the skeleton. "This seems kind of shady," she mutters, lifting a hand to scratch her cheek. But how is this supposed to help her? She wants to repair a sword, not practice necromancy. Besides…


    She looks at the skeleton and it looks at her. This seems like something Jubilee would get mad about her doing. Still… her eyes scan the page, reading the muddy handwriting.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Cauldron of Rebirth

          
        


        
          	
            A magical cauldron that is able to revive the dead. 


            


            1) Place the body of the departed into a cauldron filled with moonwater from a full moon, during the next moonless night


            2) Add the second branch of a tree


            3) Channel your energy to activate the cauldron


            


            Once activated, the cauldron will continue to work until emptied or as long as the light of the sun doesn’t reach the water.

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh tilts her head curiously. Is that all it takes? Resurrecting the dead seems pretty easy, all things considered. She wonders how the church would feel about this? Probably not great. Her eyes narrow, her suspicion of such things having grown over her time here. She scans the pages for the catch, but most of the text is smeared and obscured as well. Only single fragments of a few sentences remain here and there.


    


    
      
        
          	
            - only half of him came back.


            Took his eyes-


            No tongue-


            Spiritus-

          
        

      
    


    


    She sighs and slams the book back shut. This seems like a bad plan. Even she can see that much. Her eyes wander over the sword. Besides, would placing the sword in such an ominous cauldron even do anything? Does repairing a broken sword count as a resurrection?


    Then again…


    It is just a sword. It’s not like it has eyes or a tongue… and her body brought her to this page for a reason, right? It hasn’t led her astray yet. Fresh thinks, tapping her wet finger against her chin.


    "Has it?" she mumbles, wondering.


    No, so far things have been going pretty well for her. She has a friend. She has a home. A life. All things considered, it’s going pretty well, as far as she sees it. Her eyes rise towards the window. Tonight is a moonless night… What a lucky coincidence.


    Maybe…


    Fresh gets up.


    - Maybe she just needs to have a little faith. "Besides…" she mutters to herself, as a smile grows on her tired face, as she thinks about how impressed Jubilee will be with her when they come down in the morning and see that she’s succeeded in fixing the sword. They’ll be really happy with her and the thought of that makes her happier than anything else. Friendships are complicated and a lot of trouble, but Fresh promises herself to go above and beyond to put in the time and effort.


    She hums and sets to work, collecting everything she needs. Her first and only friendship is worth the effort. She’s going to do whatever it takes to make it good.


    Her friendship, her life, her home; she’s going to do whatever it takes to make it all good. This time… This time she’s going to get it right. She’s not going to waste a single second or opportunity to be the person she wants to become. As she hums, she can’t help but notice the vague, oddly loud sound of trickling water, splashing out from across the plaza outside. The fountain really does get loud sometimes for seemingly no reason.


    She sets to work, preparing the ritual.


    


    


    


    Hours later, morning comes.


    "Well. Fuck me, I guess," Jubilee looks over the sword, turning it around on the counter to inspect the other side. "I wasn’t actually expecting you to manage. I was hoping you’d take it as an opportunity to learn something new. How did you do this?" they ask incredulously, inspecting the perfectly sheen and smooth metal before looking back up to Fresh who stands there with tired, but happy eyes.


    Fresh winks, raising a finger as she explains. "I used the power of our friendship!"


    "…What?" asks Jubilee dryly.


    Fresh coughs, clearing her throat and lowering her voice. "And maybe… some… witchcraft."


    Jubilee narrows their eyes and looks up to her. "Okay. I don’t want to know and stop saying that word out here." They look over the sword, holding it up at a slight angle. "Can you do it again?"


    Fresh thinks, tapping her chin as she looks at the large pot of water sitting down behind the counter, covered with a cloth. It isn’t exactly a cauldron, but… well, a cauldron is just a big pot, right? Same difference. The entire sword hadn’t fit in the pot, just the tip of it. But apparently that had been enough to ‘count’.


    "I think so, but don’t take the cloth off and uh…" Fresh fidgets nervously. "Don’t touch the water, okay?"


    Jubilee eyes her suspiciously. "Did you do something stupid again?" Fresh straightens up, raising her hands to deny the questions and feigns an uneasy laugh. Jubilee sighs. "No. No. I don’t care. I don’t want to know." They shake their head. "Can you repair other things too? Armor? Clothes? What did this cost?"


    Fresh shrugs. "It didn’t cost anything. Just the moonwater."


    "Fucking moonwater…" grumbles Jubilee. "This is going to come back to bite me in the ass one day. I can feel it. But for now, it’ll have to do." They look up back towards her, setting the sword down. "Good job. I’m really impressed."


    A warmth runs through Fresh’s face as her hands clench together in excitement at the long-awaited praise. She fidgets, lurching forward, but stops herself. "Can I hug you?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips, leaning in forward towards her. "Depends, how many fingers do you want to wake up with tomorrow?"


    Fresh stops, lifting her hands to look at her fingers, lowering them one at a time. "Uh…" a moment later she looks back up to Jubilee. "Ten?"


    "Did you really just…" Jubilee rolls their eyes and walks away. "Never mind."


    Fresh purses her lips. "So… no?"


    "No," says Jubilee dryly, walking up to the pantry. Fresh looks down to the pot behind the counter and grabs the heavy thing. It would be best to leave it upstairs where nobody could go near it. The moonwater had taken a strange tinge after she activated the spell and she doesn’t feel comfortable having it down here around people.


    "Can I put this in one of the other roo-"


    "No," snaps Jubilee before she can finish. Fresh looks up the stairs, staring at their hard gaze curiously and the two of them stand there in silence for a while. Jubilee turns away. "Just put it in the pantry or in your room." The girl sighs, straining herself to walk up the staircase with the heavy pot of water towards her own room. She doesn’t want to put it in the pantry, Jubilee might run into it there. Fresh can’t help but stare at the dusty door-handles of the many doors she has never attempted to open, but she shakes her head and returns to her room.


    It isn’t her place to ask.


    Returning downstairs a few moments later, a new idea comes to her and she grabs a bottle of pure moonwater from the pantry. "Jubilee! I have an ideeea~" she says with excitement, as she runs past them with the bottle, rushing back down the staircase.


    "What are you doing now? We’re opening in five minutes, don’t make a mess!" barks Jubilee, going down after her.


    "I won’t!" she says, not quite sure if that’s true.


    Fresh stares at the sword on the counter and at the bottle of full strength, full-moon, moonwater in her hands. She certainly isn’t going to curse the orc’s weapon. But moonwater is free. Maybe she can do something extra for him? He was nice and besides, he was their first customer in this new avenue of their business. More pragmatically than that, he has a priestess as a companion. Everything they can do to get in the good graces of the church is a bonus and will only help their business in the long run.


    "It’s good to have friends in high places," explains Fresh to Jubilee.


    "Huh? What are you babbling about?" The girl uncaps the bottle of moonwater, trickling it over the length of the sword laying on the counter. "What are you doing? Stop making everything wet, you goo-brain!" snaps Jubilee, walking up to her.


    "Moonwater," says Fresh plainly, not expanding any further as she sets the bottle down, holding her hands out over the sword.


    A dull glow escapes her fingers and Jubilee lets out an annoyed yelp, quickly turning to the window at the front of the store. Thankfully, nobody is standing there watching. "Not down here! Not during the day! Idiot!" they hiss at her.


    The glow envelops the sword, the water that had pooled on the surface of the blade, soaking into the metal, like water from a spring rain sinking into thirsty dirt, quenching it, nourishing it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moonwater Blessing]{Holy}
          
        


        
          	
            Blessed by a holy light, this sword deals an additional 10% of its damage as holy damage.
          
        

      
    


    


    "What the hell?"


    Fresh smiles, lifting a finger and explaining to Jubilee. "Moonwater!"


    


    Note for occultists - Pair Dadeni, the cauldron of rebirth 

You ever see ’The Black Cauldron’ by Disney? Well that’s based off of Welsh mythology. Originating from a Welsh story telling of ’Pair Dadeni’ (Eng: Cauldron of Rebirth). Welsh mythology has a number of cauldron stories. As their main ’mythological story’ is the Mabinogi, which is multi-branched prose. In-fact, it’s the earliest in the history of written literature of Britain. Though in truth, it’s an oral telling since long before that, the tradition of which dates all the way back to the 11th century!

 The cauldron of rebirth was said to be a magical cauldron that was able to revive the dead. Simply place the body of a slain person into the cauldron and they will be revived. It was said that the Irish used such a cauldron to reanimate their warriors on the battlefield. Though there was a slight issue with the process. The issue being that the revived would return being unable to speak and with a particular dullness to their eyes. Almost as if... almost as if their souls had left their reanimated shells behind. Spooky.

 There are several magical cauldrons in Welsh and Irish mythology, though for now, only this one is relevant to us.

 The ’real’ Pair Dadeni was said to have been destroyed by a man named Efnysien, who pretended to be dead so that his body would be thrown into the cauldron, where he then sacrificed himself to destroy it from the inside. So if you ever wonder why we don’t have zombies, thank the Welsh for stopping the zombie apocolypse sometime between 1001 - 1100AD.

  


  Chapter 48: Smile and wave


  
    "You really shouldn’t drink that many!" exclaims Fresh, feeling somewhat exasperated, as she looks at the red-clad wizard, who has returned once again. The wizard tilts her head curiously, looking down at the potions and then back up towards her, shrugging.


    "Why? Is there something wrong with them?"


    "I… No. It’s just…" Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at them. "I don’t know, are you sure you should drink five a day?"


    The wizard waves her off. "It’s fine! Besides, I need the soul-points to go down into the dungeon to earn a living."


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Aren’t you spending all of the money you make on potions though…?" she asks, scratching her cheek. "Ow!" She winces as a small boot stomps down onto her toes.


    "- For which we are very grateful, is what my idiot party-member is trying to say in so many words," hisses Jubilee, going the extra mile to elbow Fresh in her side as well. Jubilee snatches the coin from the counter. "Do you need a bag?"


    "Yes, please," says the wizard, somewhat confused.


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Huh? Didn’t you buy one last ti- OW!" The girl steps back away from the counter as Jubilee kicks her leg. "That hurt!"


    "Here you go, your potions."


    "Thanks! See you tomorrow!" says the wizard, waving as she leaves.


    Fresh scowls, looking down at Jubilee who scowls back up at her. "We’re trying to run a shop here, what’s your problem?" snaps Jubilee at Fresh, who is leaning against the wall and holding her leg up, to rub the toe-cap of her boot and to press down on her sore feet.


    "That doesn’t mean we have to be unethical though!" she argues. "What if it’s dangerous to drink that many? Or what if they’re addictive?" asks Fresh, wincing as she sets her foot back down.


    Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "Then we’re either going to have a very terrible or a very lucrative business venture. If you wanted to be ethical, you should have become a priestess, you bonehead!" they bark.


    A voice coughs loudly from in front of the counter. They both turn their heads to look at the woman in white standing there. "It may not be too late for that, if you’re so inclined," says the priestess, unaccompanied today by her orc party-member.


    Jubilee walks away, waving her off. "You wouldn’t want her, trust me, she’s not cut out for church work." They shrug as they go upstairs towards the pantry. "A real deviant. Total creature of the night."


    "Oh…" says the priestess, somewhat taken aback as she looks over Fresh.


    "Huh?! That’s not true! Liar!" exclaims Fresh, leaning over the counter and sticking her tongue out at Jubilee as they leave. She scowls, puffing out her cheek and looking back to the priestess. Fresh clears her throat and stands back upright. "Hello! Welcome! How are you today? Where’s your friend?"


    The priestess shrugs, sighing as she shakes her head. "I told him to wait inside the dungeon," she laughs. "He’s only going to cause a scene if I bring him back in here."


    Fresh laughs. "It’s okay, he seems nice." She thinks for a second, wondering what the priestess wants. "Ah!" She leans down, grabbing the handle of the sword and straining herself, pulling it up a few inches as she grunts. Her grip loosens and the sword falls back down onto the lower shelf of the counter.


    "Do you need some help?" asks the priestess.


    Fresh laughs meekly, scratching her cheek. "Sorry, I don’t have a lot of strength…"


    "Oh, are you sickly?" The priestess looks at the deep bags under the girl’s eyes. "May I?" She raises a hand and a warm light streams out of it and envelops Fresh before she can answer.


    


    
      
        
          	
            +Status: [Lower Blessing of Strength]
          
        


        
          	
            Raises Strength by 4 for one hour
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh clenches her hands, looking down at them, as the warm aura encapsulates her sleep-deprived body. It feels like sitting in the sun on a warm summer day, like having a hot tea during a spring shower. The spell enveloping her radiates a deep heat into her body. "Thanks… Is this holy magic?" asks Fresh, watching as it dissipates. The light and the feeling of warmth both evaporate away, leaving only the strong feeling in her bones. "I’ve never felt holy magic before."


    "Really?" asks the priestess curiously. "That’s unusual. Weren’t you blessed as a child? Everyone born in the city is."


    Fresh stops, realizing that she has made a mistake already, first thing in the morning. Idly, she stares at her hands for a second. "Ah. Uh…" She bends down, grabbing the sword again and lifts it up. Still somewhat strenuously, but far easier than before and lays it down onto the counter-top. "I’m uh… I’m from the south," she lies.


    "Ah-" says the priestess, her eyes opening wide and her posture shifting to something stiff, as if suddenly everything made sense to her all at once. "I’m sorry, I had no idea," she says with a solemn, somber tone.


    Fresh shrugs, laughing meekly. "It wasn’t so bad." She pushes the sword towards the priestess, in an effort to change the topic before her lie is uncovered. A hand presses itself down onto hers and Fresh looks up towards the priestess, somewhat taken aback by her sudden forwardness.


    "Things are better here," says the priestess, her hand resting on top of the back of Fresh’s. She nods affirmingly, like a reassuring mother.


    "Huh? What?" asks Fresh.


    The priestess shakes her head, closing her eyes. "I understand, you don’t need to say anything. If you ever need to talk, you can find me at the church during the evening hours."


    Fresh tilts her head curiously, not really too sure about what’s currently happening. "So… Do you like the sword?"


    "Huh? Oh." The priestess looks down at it, taking her hand off of Fresh’s, who pulls her hands back and holds them behind her back. She leans in, looking over the surface. "Wow… this is really good. I don’t see any hammer marks or anything… It looks like it’s brand new." They look up to her. "Did you do this?"


    "Mm!"


    "That’s excellent work for a craftsman… you’re very talented," says the priestess, lifting up the sword and holding it into the air fairly effortlessly. Fresh beams brightly, having received praise anew today.


    "Thank you! I was up all night."


    "In your condition?!" asks the priestess somewhat taken aback. "I’m sorry. I’ll reprimand my idiot party-member once I get back."


    Fresh leans forward, waving her now free-again hands. "No, no! Please, I had a lot of fun doing it. I like working."


    The priestess looks to her and then back to the sword, before narrowing her eyes. "Huh?" she leans in, pulling the sword closer to her face. A menu pops up. "This isn’t an enchanted sword… huh?! Ten percent?!" She looks back to Fresh, somewhat shocked. "Did you do this too? How?!" She looks to the sword then back to her then back to the sword.


    Fresh scratches her cheek meekly, fidgeting uncomfortably as she does so. "I uh… I like working…?" she repeats. "It keeps my mind off of things," she lies again. Though only partially this time.


    The priestess makes a somber expression as she looks at Fresh sadly, but then her expression changes to one even more somber than that, as she lowers the sword back down. "I can’t afford to pay for an enchantment. Did he ask for this?" She clutches her hood with her free hand, obscuring her eyes as they grind their teeth. "He’s going to be the death of me!"


    Fresh tilts her head, looking down at the empty little brown satchel strung to the priestess’ waist. If there were any coins in it, they were hardly enough to make themselves noticed through the whisper thin fabric. Are enchantments really so expensive? Or are priestesses just not paid well? Maybe it’s both. Fresh rubs her arm. "Don’t worry about it."


    "…Excuse me?" the priestess looks back at her, letting go of the fabric of her hood.


    Fresh smiles, flashing her wink as she raises her finger. "It’s on the house. Consider it a donation to the church."


    The priestess looks away as if feeling deeply ashamed. "I’m sorry, we’re very much indebted to you." She sets the sword down and pulls out her money-pouch, tilting it upside down to let all of the coins fall out into her palm before she sets them down onto the counter. "I promise we’ll pay you back for both repairs." Fresh looks down to the handful of coins. There are hardly ten Obols. "Things are… things are tight right now," explains the priestess, fidgeting with her sleeves.


    From the looks of things, it’s all the money the woman has left. Fresh ponders telling her to just forget it and to just take the sword and that everything is fine. Worst case, she’ll just pay for it out of her own pocket. She has the money. But…


    She looks back up to the priestess’ determined eyes. There’s something in them, some spark that she doesn’t want to quench. With a smile, Fresh takes the coins. "Okay! I’ll be waiting here." She nods. "Do your best!"


    


    
      
        
          	
            Repaired: 1 [Large Broadsword]{Holy}(Normal)


            for


            [{8} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    The priestess looks at her, something on her otherwise sharp stony face quivering as she takes the sword and leaves without another word. "Bye! Come again!" calls Fresh.


    The room is quiet.


    "You handled that well," says a voice.


    "IAH!" Fresh jumps up in shock, springing to the side in surprise as she hears the voice ring out from just next to her. "How long have you been standing there?!"


    "Long enough to see you giving away our products for free, you jiggling worm-brain!" Jubilee shakes their head, crossing their arms. "But in this case you were right to try to win her over. Too bad for you that priestesses are outside of the dating market."


    "Huh?! I wasn’t trying to do that!" protests Fresh, clenching her fists. "I was just trying to be nice!"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Didn’t you hear her? She slipped up."


    "What?" asks Fresh, blinking curiously.


    Fresh’s party-member raises their hands, gesturing with air-quotes. "’Excellent work for a craftsman.’"


    The girl thinks for a moment. "Isn’t that just a compliment? She seems really nice, I bet she’s trying really hard," says Fresh. "I bet orcs eat a lot. Food must be expensive for them."


    "I feel her pain," says Jubilee without any emotion to their voice.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, not understanding.


    Jubilee groans. "Have you ever told her or the orc your class?"


    "No, of course not." Fresh thinks for a moment, but then her eyes go wide as she understands.


    "Exactly," says Jubilee, picking up a crate of potions and walking away to restock the still mostly full shelves. "The two of them are snooping around. They’re probably just some disposable lackeys sent to investigate us. Be careful what you say and do around them. Play nice. Smile and wave. Everything is fine."


    Fresh straightens up, looking out through the empty store towards the open door, half expecting to see someone standing there and watching her this instant.


    But there is no-one there.

  


  Chapter 49: Hustle and bustle


  
    The rest of the day passes without any further excitement. Fresh eventually goes upstairs with gleeful eyes, opening her door to run into her room and to jump onto her new mattress with open arms. She lands down on top of it, face first, kicking her feet into the air in excitement. "Jubilee! I have a mattress!" calls out her muffled voice, her face pressed down into the fabric.


    "Yeah…? That’s what happens when you buy something. You get it," says Jubilee, very snarkily.


    Fresh looks up, wobbling her body back and forth. "It’s so soft! Come here! Try it out!" she calls out.


    Jubilee sighs, shutting her door for her. "Creep."


    "I’m not a creep!" shouts Fresh after her friend, as the door slams shut behind them. Her head falls back down onto the soft mattress.


    


    


    


    The night passes and then the dawn of a new day breaks. Fresh, deciding to get them both something to eat before the store opens today, leaves early to go into town.


    Stretching and yawning loudly she stands outside, at the plaza near the entrance to the city and leans against a tree. The girl stares curiously out through the open gate, down the length of the road beyond it. The road leads off towards the distant horizon. She isn’t sure why she stopped here. It just felt like the right thing to do. Somehow, the bird-song calling from the crowns of the trees above her head, the busy, shuffling feet of the people walking this way and that way, the gentle touch of the morning sunlight, shining through the dewy air, all of these things made her want to just stop and just stand here for a while.


    As she looks out through the city gate, listening to the sounds of the awakening world, Fresh realizes that she still really doesn’t know anything about this place at all. Where does that road go? Does it go to ‘the south’? And what does that mean to begin with? Her eyes follow it down its entire length, until it fades into the dawn-tinged sky and she wonders what her new life would have been like, if she had went towards the right at the intersection, back then?


    She could do it now.


    She could walk straight out of the gate with her bag on her back and just follow the road to wherever it goes. But it wouldn’t be the same compared to as if she had done it back then. She has a class now, a place to live now. But this is a brand new world and she hasn’t really seen any of it. She hasn’t learned anything about it. Hasn’t she metaphorically just locked herself into her room again? Though, all things considered, the city is a lot bigger than her old bedroom.


    Fresh taps her finger against her chin and looks downward, as the black of her sleeves catches her eyes. Her new robe. She smiles and turns away from the gate, walking around the front market plaza.


    She wasn’t really thinking about leaving. It was more of a random thought, that had suddenly come to her; a call to adventure from some voice in the back of her head. It was just a whisper that wasn’t saying that she should, but that she could. If she really, really, really wanted to. But -


    Fresh hums as she walks.


    - She doesn’t want to. She likes it here, despite the city’s flaws. She’s found a place to call home. Sure, it needs a little work, but so does she. She’s also found a friend. Fresh stops, scratching her cheek.


    "Jubilee needs a little work too," she mutters. But that’s fine. So does she, she repeats in her mind. Fresh nods to herself, accepting that they’ll both just have to work on themselves together. She has about an hour left until they open and she circles the plaza, looking down the many side-streets, which she has never ventured through before. In order to subdue that tiny flame of adventure in her heart, she decides to go down one of them today.


    The road that she chooses winds on in all manner of directions, curving in a rather serpentine fashion, which feels oddly organic in comparison with the straight, trimmed path that is the main road. However, here too, the still fairly broad street is filled with adventurers and people heading every which way, some move down towards the dungeon, talking loudly about their plans for the day, without a care in the world. Others dart from shop to shop in a hurry, to get their morning shopping in before the crowds grow.


    Fresh walks by a group of three people walking past her in the other direction; average adventurers by the looks of them.


    "- hear about the murder?"


    "Yeah. They found another body," says a man.


    "Again? Wasn’t there one just a little while back?"


    "That’s why I only sleep in the guild!"


    The girl watches as they vanish into the crowd. Wasn’t she here on the day that happened? She vaguely remembers someone talking about that. Actually, wasn’t that on her first day here? Or was this a new murder?


    Fresh shakes her head and keeps walking. The city really is a dangerous place, despite its well kept appearance.


    On her way, she finds an open air stall with a man spinning an arrangement of different vegetables and meats, skewered on long sticks over an open flame. Fresh stops, smelling the deeply rich flavor in the air, intermingling with the smoke. Seeing her interest, the man flourishes with his hand and a puff of fire shoots out, coming together into a coil and wrapping itself around the skewers.


    "Good morning, missy, you hungry? Only twelve each!" says the man, waving her over as the fire dissipates.


    Satisfied, Fresh smiles brightly and collects their breakfast and then hurries back before it gets cold. She had paid an extra few Obols for two small sweet-rolls that the man had as well. Sure, she could be frugal and use every coin that she had to pay back the guild. But that has time and what good is money if you can’t use it to get anything that you want?


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) bought: 2x [Red-meat kebabs](Normal)


            2x [Sweet-rolls](Normal)
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            [Red-meat kebab](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A long wooden skewer, adorned with fire-scorched pieces of juicy red meat and dark, wet, bitter vegetables.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.49 kg
          

          	
            Value: 20 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Sweet-roll](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A sweet bread-roll with a very flaky crust
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.25 kg
          

          	
            Value: 05 Obols
          
        

      
    


    


    She walks into the shop, half expecting to see the red-wizard standing outside, waiting to buy more potions. But their usual first customer of the day isn’t here yet.


    "I’m back!"


    "Took yo-" Jubilee looks around. "- Actually, no. You made good time today."


    Fresh smiles. "I don’t know what these are, but I thought they looked nice, so I bought them!"


    Jubilee looks at her, adjusting the glass-chicken they are standing in front of. "That’s one way to live your life, I guess."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "Here you go!"


    "Thanks," says Jubilee and they head to the counter. Fresh falls down to the floor, leaning back against the front and Jubilee sits on the inside, leaning against the back.


    "Jubilee?" asks Fresh. "We’ve saved up some money already, right?" she asks. "I want to fix up some things in the store. I think we should put in some new locks." She bites into her bread.


    "Are you still crying about that vampire thing?"


    "Can I?" asks Fresh, not wanting to get deeper into it.


    Jubilee sighs and relents. "Well, hell, I guess that’s what we were saving the money for to begin with," they say. "Okay, the next time things are slow you can take care of that stuff."


    "Thanks!" smiles Fresh, taking a bite of her skewer and feeling a lot better. The charred, green vegetable that she bites into has a somewhat bitter taste, but it’s not entirely unpleasant either. "Are you sure you don’t want to sleep in one room?" asks Fresh, just to be sure.


    "No, I don’t want to share a room. What? What kind of fucked up life have you had to make you so clingy?" asks Jubilee, taking a bite of their food, talking as they chew. "Seriously. You have the stats of a child at your age and not a scar on your pasty ass. Are you some kind of noble’s daughter on the run or something?"


    Fresh takes a bite of her bread, ripping into it loudly so that Jubilee can hear her eating, so she doesn’t have to answer right away. Having bought some precious time to avoid the topic, she swallows a little while later. "I don’t want to talk about it." She looks at her skewer. "What about you?"


    "Huh?"


    "What about you?" repeats Fresh.


    The room is quiet.


    "I don’t want to talk about it."


    "Yeah," says Fresh, dryly.


    "Yeah," repeats Jubilee with the same lack of tone.


    Fresh turns her head around, looking at the solid wooden counter between them. "Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?" they ask.


    "Thanks for being my friend."


    "Yeah," is all that comes back in an awkward tone. The two of them eat in that newly awkward silence, before getting ready for the day, not talking about it any further.


    


    


    


    Soon enough, it’s time for them to open up and Fresh unlocks the door and looks out of it, expecting to see the wizard. But she is nowhere to be seen. Instead however, a group comes bustling past her, walking right to the potions.


    "These were pretty good!" says a man with a chipped metal-spaulder.


    The priest of the group rubs his head. "I don’t know about the taste, though."


    "Really? I liked it," says a caster next to him.


    Fresh pushes past the people surging in. Today is going to be a busy day, apparently. Jubilee seems to have been right, in that they would all come back once they drank all the potions that they had bought last week.


    "What’s with these necklaces?"


    "One to all resistances? Hey!" calls the man and Jubilee looks over.


    "What?"


    "What do these cost?" he asks, pointing to the necklace in his hand.


    "It’s on the sign. Fifty-one Obols each," says Jubilee, clearly annoyed already.


    "For this?!" asks the man in shock, looking at the necklace again. The crowd shifts, buzzing as they move away from the rack of soul-potions, heading towards the bin of necklaces that Fresh had filled up. Fresh retreats behind the counter as the mass of people and curious faces grow exponentially.


    The man with the chipped spaulder grabs four and heads to the counter.


    "That’ll be two-hundred and four Obols." Jubilee looks up at his shoulder. "You need that repaired? We do it here in-house, it’ll be done by tomorrow morning," they say. "Ten percent less than the standard rate, since you're our first customer of the day. Payment on pick-up."


    The man thinks for a second, his hand pushing the shoulder armor around to see if it isn’t still good enough. Apparently it isn’t, as he then sighs and grabs it, unstrapping it and setting it down onto the counter.


    "Sounds good to me." He slaps the coins down and Jubilee takes them, tossing them down noisily into the bowl below.


    The line starts to move quickly as soon as the man leaves and Fresh sets to work. The minor soul-potions, which were their original hot-sellers, still do well, but the necklaces are the real attraction today, much to Fresh’s surprise. Are they that good? Apparently, yes. Though, she realizes as she runs up the staircase for the fourth time now, carrying a load of armor into her room to repair tonight, that her robe from a boss-drop only gave her two different resistances. So four? For their price? It’s a deal that really is too good to pass up. Jubilee had yelled at her that the price was far too low, but she insisted that by building good-will with the adventurers, they would secure a long-term customer base far easier. It’s a small loss in profits now, but for a long-term gain in repeat customers.


    She wipes the sweat off of her brow, pushing her door open and dropping the armor down onto the growing pile of the rest of it. Apparently repairs are going to be a big business opportunity too. Fresh sighs in exhaustion and runs down the staircase again.


    It’s going to be a very busy day.

  


  Chapter 50: Friends in high places


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor soul-potions: 19 Obols each - 221 sold = +4199


            Antidotes: 15 Obols each - 36 sold = +540


            Bone-daggers: 49 Obols each - 8 sold = +392


            Odd and ends: ~40 Obols each - 0 sold = +0


            Glass-chickens: 30 Obols each - 0 sold = ~0


            Mushroom-caps(Blue): - sold 0, bought 68 (6 each) = -408


            Mushroom-caps(Orange): - sold 0, bought 55 (5 each) = -275


            Goblin-teeth - sold 0, bought 112 = -112


            Iron-Ingots - sold 0, bought 12 = -240


            Magical-talisman(Glass) - sold 32 = +1632


            Tote Bags - sold 38 = +190


            Repairs (Various) - sold 27 = +621


            Total (Gross) = +6526


            5% Merchants’ guild deduction = -326


            12% Taxes = -783


            10% Savings and upkeep = -652


            Total (Net) = +4796 Obols


            Earnings = 2381 Obols each

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh falls over the counter, exhaling an exhausted breath which stems so deeply from her chest, that it almost appears as if her soul were attempting to leave her body. "Jubileee~" she complains. "I’m tired."


    Jubilee doesn’t answer, sighing with the same exhaustion in their tone as they slide the coins to the side. "It was a big one today. Told you."


    Fresh doesn’t respond in any coherent words, opting to instead make her displeasure at the ache in her body known through a single pitiful sounding, long and guttural whining groan. "At least I don’t have to make any potions tonight," she says in relief. "We still have so many in the pantry." She sighs. "Will their quality ever get better than normal? I’ve made hundreds of them…


    Jubilee shrugs. "I told you, crafting abilities stagnate at normal," they explain. "Most people craft ‘normal’ things. That’s why it’s called ‘normal’, you know?" They rub the part of the mask over their chin, as if thinking. "If you get your act together though and make some real soul-potions and not these ‘minor’ ones and maybe even with a higher quality, then we could raise the price."


    Fresh groans.


    *Thwick*


    "Ow!" Fresh jumps up, scowling as she looks at the finger that flicked the top of her head. "We have work to do, you can sleep later."


    She relents, drooping her shoulders. "Okaaay~"


    "Since you don’t need to make any potions tonight, you can go upstairs and do the repairs, they all need to be done by tomorrow." Jubilee looks around the ransacked store. "I’ll take care of everything down here."


    "Okaaay~" says Fresh, getting up, her upper body drooping slack. "We should hire someone, Jubilee. It’s becoming too much if I have to craft and repair everything alone."


    Jubilee crosses their arms. "You make a strong argument." They lift a finger. "Counterpoint. Who can we hire who isn’t going to freak out about your…" Jubilee tosses some coins down into the change bowl. "…way of ‘doing’ things."


    "Uh…"


    "Exactly. Only you can make your blend of potions," they say. "Only you can make the bone-daggers and the necklaces and only you can do all of the repairs without an actual forge, tailor’s workshop or any of that." They shrug. "At the best, we can consider hiring someone to help run the day by day down here," they consider. "That would maybe give you more time to do your thing."Jubilee opts to take their turn to sigh, exhausted. "But it’s risky… if they see you…" Jubilee shakes their head. "Let’s just finish up for tonight, okay? We can talk about it tomorrow."


    "Okaaay~" says Fresh, yawning as she goes up the stairs to begin her repair-work. Thankfully it’s pretty easy. All she has to do is close the curtains to keep the room dark, apart from the somewhat mystical glow of her potions, that she keeps in there for light, and then she dips the equipment into the pot while channeling her energy into it. She still has the same stick as before, floating in there and the wood has become soggy and seems to be unraveling a little. But it still works fine and she’s too exhausted to want to make a new batch. Besides, the recipe only works on a night with no moon, so it has to last until the next one anyways.


    The work goes quick enough and the twenty-seven pieces of equipment strewn around her room, ranging from metal-plate armor, to bent chain-mail to some softer fabrics and robes and even the odd dagger and staff, are all repaired within the hour. It’s a highly efficient process, the hardest part for her is just lifting the especially heavy or larger pieces into the pot, especially without tipping it over, to which she comes dangerously close a few times.


    Once she’s finished, she lets Jubilee, who is also just finishing, know and the two of them call it a night. Feeling blessed to fall asleep on a mattress two nights in a row, Fresh falls asleep quicker than ever before, a tight pull running through the muscles in her lower back as they finally relax.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [+1 Strength] !
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [+1 Dexterity] !
          
        

      
    


    


    Morning comes soon enough and Fresh wakes up, feeling noticeably more energetic than the day before. Having woken up early again, she gets ready for the day and heads out to town again, towards the adventurers’ guild to pay back some more of her debt. Though only with half of her earnings today, so she has some spending money left over.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Repaid - {1000} Obols] !


            -{ 6998 Obols Remain Due}-

          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, Fresh waves goodbye to the barkeeper who was slowly becoming a familiar sight to her and who, much to Fresh’s surprise, responds in the same manner back to her. As Fresh leaves, she can’t help but wonder what it must be like to stand inside of there the entire day. She wonders if it’s depressing, or if you just get used to it after a while? The next time the elf comes to their store, she should ask her about herself and about the guild. Fresh nods, making a mental note to do just that as she goes to explore the city in an attempt to find some new breakfast and to kill the morning hours.


    Fresh finds a place that sells bread-rolls filled with sausages, the same kind Jubilee had gotten her for their first day of being open. This is pretty far out of the way. Fresh beams, realizing that Jubilee put in the effort to come out here for her. Having some extra money, she buys a couple extra, asking them to be wrapped in paper so she can put them in her bag. She never has any lunch, so it would be nice to have something she can just eat ‘on the go’.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) bought: 4x [Buttermilk-biscuit sausage rolls](Normal)
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            [Buttermilk-biscuit sausage roll](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A thick, juicy sausage wrapped inside of a flaky buttermilk biscuit. It is adorned with pickled vegetables and a sweet, thick vegetable paste.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.136 kg

          

          	
            Value: 18

          
        

      
    


    


    Though, Fresh thinks as she walks, she could always just go upstairs to the pantry. But that’s just all dry bread and dried meat and dried fruit. The thought comes to her that that’s basically the exact same as what she has just bought, but… It’s different. It’s just different.


    The road widens up further and she keeps walking. She sees another plaza open up ahead of her. The houses here seem very expensive. Nothing like the rundown shacks that surround the dungeon and not even like the well-kept mason-work of the main shopping-street. These are immaculately crafted, timber-frame and white-stone constructions that reek of money and a lot of it.


    The ringing of bells catches her attention and the girl looks up as she enters the plaza, staring at the towering cathedral on the far side of it. The massive stone structure spires high up into the air. Colorful stained glass windows reflect the sunlight back out in all manner of resplendent colors and high up atop the tower, sits a single bell that rings loudly, the sound echoing throughout the entire city. A grand, half-circle staircase leads up towards the elevated cathedral.


    She watches as all manner of people stream into it, they don't look like priests. They look like normal people. Adventurers, shopkeepers, crafters and families. Apparently all of them are worshipers. Fresh fidgets, her curiosity getting to her as she starts walking towards the giant building and her eyes follow the staircase up towards the large, wooden doors that are open welcomingly wide, as the sound of a singing choir rings out from beyond.


    Her foot stops, as her toes touch the edge of the lowest step. She shouldn’t.


    "Curiosity killed the cat," mutters Fresh, doing a sharp turn back around, not thinking about it any further. It’s nice to have seen it, but she’s not going to go inside. What if the church has some kind of… magical anti-witch field or something? Obviously, she has no idea if such a thing exists and is just making up things. But at the same time, if there was such a thing, it would be here.


    "Hey!" calls out a voice from above and the girl’s shoulders twitch together, as she turns around to look at the priestess coming down the steps towards her. The orc’s companion. It takes her a few very long, awkward moments to get down the staircase as Fresh just fidgets, wondering how she’s going to get away.


    "Good morning," says Fresh, waving with a meek smile.


    "Good morning! Nice to see you here!" beams the priestess, taking a moment to catch her breath now that she’s reached the bottom. "Have you come for the sermon?" she asks excitedly, though Fresh notices that her sun-tanned skin is rather pale today.


    Fresh takes a step back, waving with her hands. "Ah. Uh… No, I’m just walking around. We’re opening soon, so…"


    The priestess looks around them to see if anyone is nearby and then leans in towards her, whispering with one hand at the side of her mouth. "I don’t blame you, just between you and me?"


    "Huh?"


    "Total snoozefest," says the priestess, rolling her eyes and Fresh can’t help but laugh, but then thinks for a second.


    "What about you? Shouldn’t you be inside?"


    The priestess leans back, waving her off with a hand. "Nah, it’s not mandatory and I’d rather enjoy the morning, you know?" She shrugs. "Besides, I’ve got to make some money today. I'm heading to the dungeon soon."


    A loud audible growl makes itself heard between the two of them and the priestess coughs loudly to overtone the noise.


    "You hungry?" Fresh reaches into her bag to pull out one of the bread-rolls and holds it out to her. The priestess’ eyes go wide and her fingers twitch, but she coughs again and pulls herself together, standing back upright with a strict and elegant posture.


    "Thank you, but it wouldn’t be proper," she says, with a somewhat pained expression on her lips.


    Fresh narrows her eyes and thrusts the roll towards the unsuspecting woman, who grabs it, if only out of surprise. Grabbing her bag to take out a second one, Fresh sits down on the steps, biting into it audibly loud, as she stares up at the confused priestess who looks back down to the roll in her hands and relents, sitting down on the stairs next to her.


    "Thank you."


    Fresh swallows her bite. "Mm! It’s hard, trying to earn money when you have no money to start with. And if you’re hungry, it’s double-hard and you might do something dumb down in the dungeon," says the girl, laughing meekly.


    "Speaking from experience?" asks the priestess, somewhat sarcastically.


    "Well…"


    "Ah!" The priestess straightens up again. "I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I wasn’t thinking."


    "It’s okay," says Fresh, waving her off. "It’s true though," she laughs quietly.


    The priestess looks down at the roll in her hands uncomfortably. Fresh has already eaten half of hers. "Why are you always giving me things?" The white-robed woman fidgets. "The potion, the enchantment and now this? You know I’m not… you know…?"


    Fresh tilts her head, not sure what she is talking about and thinks, placing a finger to tap against her cheek at the very familiar question. "The only reason I’m starting to become better is because someone went out of their way to help me," explains Fresh. "Even though they didn’t have to." She takes another bite of her breakfast. "I actually wanted to become a priestess when I came here, you know?" she explains with a hand in-front of her full-mouth.


    "Really?"


    "Mm!" Fresh nods. "Because I thought I could make people happy and they would like me then." Fresh laughs. "I guess that’s really selfish? But you know what?"


    "What?"


    Fresh looks up towards the bright morning sky above them. "I still want to make people happy, just so that they’ll like me." She smiles. "It’s really selfish, but it’s true."


    "Huh…" says the priestess and looks back down at the roll. "I’m Basil," she says, taking a large bite from the roll in her hands.


    "Mm," says Fresh, as she stares up towards the sky and thinks, realizing that she still wants to make something for Jubilee to show her gratitude.


    


    Note for occultists - Basil 

The Basil herb has many different associations and is used in a variety of rituals and beliefs. Also, it’s delicious on pizza!

 In old Europe, centrally around northern Italy and the western Balkan regions, Basil was traditionally placed in the hands of the dead to ensure a safe journey to the afterlife. Funny how that constant theme seems to play out over and over in different regions with different items. Very similarly, in the Indian subcontinent, Basil leaves were placed in the mouth of the dying to ensure that after their passing, the person would reach god. These two ideas seem to stem from our old friends, the ancient Greeks and the ancient Egyptians. Though it is hard to say who had the idea first. They both believed that the Basil leaf was the key to opening the gates of the afterlife. It is possible that this shared idea originates from a cultural ancestor that both empires shared, though we’re moving into nebulous territory here.

 Worth noting though, is that for the ancient Greeks at least, Basil also represented hatred and poverty in some contexts. This of course makes their use of it ‘easing the passage to the afterlife’ take a somewhat darker turn. Actually, Basil has acquired quite a few evil connotations in many regions, given its use in so many burial rituals and thereby association with the dead. Which makes it, spiritually at least, a very complicated topic. As the opinions are split on the matter. In some other places it is seen as a very kingly and highly blessed herb, especially in the west, for example in medieval France.

 Tulsi is the name of Ocimum tenuiflorum, a plant more commonly referred to as “Holy Basil”, which is an ayurvedic herb with high significance in Hinduism, as it is worshiped as the avatar of the goddess Lakshmi (“She who leads to one’s goal"). Lakshmi is the Hindu goddess of fortune, beauty and joy.

 On an even more fun note, Basil was held to be a potent, feverish, absolutely sweaty aphrodisiac that was commonly used in love potions and spells and in tests of relationship-fealty and loyalty.

  


  Chapter 51: Putting in the work


  
    Fresh sits on the floor of the shop, eating her second breakfast with Jubilee as she tells them about her encounter.


    "You goo-brain!" Jubilee is quiet as they take another bite of their food. "I want to be mad since you went out of your way to be an idiot this time, but…" They sigh. "Maybe it’s fine, it’s just like we said last time. Friends in high places."


    Fresh sighs a breath of relief, happy that Jubilee isn’t mad at her this time. "Mm! It’ll only help us if she tells the church good things! But also, she just seems really nice, but…" She thinks for a moment. "Do priests not get paid a lot?"


    "Priests?" asks Jubilee. "Eh, not really. They get a bunk and a dress from the church, but their bread and butter they have to find themselves. Same with their class training, all out of pocket. Officially there’s no fee to become a priest. Unofficially, they’re ‘encouraged’ to make a…" Jubilee coughs. "- ‘small donation’. Usually they join adventuring parties down into the dungeon for a cut." Fresh finishes her roll, looking around to see if anyone is watching before wiping her fingers on her robe. "And of course, they’re also ‘encouraged’ to give a cut of that cut to the church too. So they don’t come out with much in the end," explains Jubilee. "Priests can’t do much on their own, they aren’t really offensive types, so they’re reliant on having a group to earn money. No way around it."


    "Huh… but with a two-person-party, she’d still make fifty-percent, right?"


    "Uh… probably? You’d have to ask her what they arranged. But a low-level priest and whatever the orc is, a fighter maybe, they aren’t getting further than level twelve… maybe thirteen now that he has an enchanted weapon," says Jubilee. "I doubt she can get rid of ghosts at her level. So they’re probably making a little over a hundred a day. Split that in two and then take away a chunk for their donations and you’ve got your end total." Jubilee stands up, adjusting their mask. "It’s not something you do to make money. It’s something you have a calling for." Jubilee shrugs. "Whatever the fuck that means."


    Fresh gets up as well. "Do ghosts drop items?"


    "Sure? Why wouldn’t they…?" asks Jubilee.


    The girl blinks vacantly. "Where do they keep them?"


    "What?"


    "The ghosts, when they die, where do the items come from? Do they have ghost-pockets?" Fresh thinks, raising a finger to her chin. "And if they do, why does the item become touchable if the ghost dies?" She looks towards the side of the room, thinking. "Actually… How does a ghost die? Isn’t it already dead?"


    "…What? Ghosts drop ectoplasm. It’s ghost-goo." Jubilee leans in. "Which should be familiar to you, since it’s the only thing floating around in your head."


    Her finger taps against her chin. "Can we buy some?"


    "What are you going to do with it?" asks Jubilee suspiciously, their eyes narrowing.


    The girl’s eyes light up. "I want to make something. I have an i-!"


    Jubilee raises a hand, stopping her. "I never want to hear that sentence again. Yes. If anybody offers us any, we can buy it, if you think you can make something out of it." They sigh. "Come on, let’s open up."


    "Okay!"


    The morning starts as usual after that. There were quite a few people standing outside already. Not as many as the day before, but still a lot. It appears to Fresh that the pattern of their customers seems to be repeating itself week after week. There’s a large surge, then it slowly dies down until the next boom a week later, once all of their potions had been used up.


    The necklaces and the daggers are big ticket items and draw people in too, but each customer only needed one of each and then never again. Jubilee’s idea with repairs seems to be their first ‘constant’ stream of income, the way things are developing. Repairs come in every day, even if nobody wanted anything else, they were still making a profit.


    "This is really good work!" says the man from the day before, as he rotates the piece of shoulder armor around in the sunlight to look at it. "There’s no cracking or hammer marks or anything!"


    "It looks like it did when it dropped," says his caster companion, staring up at it with him, somewhat bewildered.


    "Yeah," says their priest, turning over to Fresh who is standing with a prideful smile behind the counter. "How did you do this?"


    Fresh lifts a finger, winking. "Magic!"


    The crowd moves along, as the other twenty-six people from the day before come to pick up their equipment too, all of them just as awed to just as varying degrees as the party before them. Just as many and then some others too opt to leave some equipment with them. Jubilee takes care of the pricing for the repairs, as Fresh has no idea what it costs. Each individual piece has a different price, depending on the size and the material and the damage. For a while, the girl considers asking why they don’t just offer a fixed price to keep the math simple, but soon enough she realizes how suspicious that would be. At the price she has in mind, some of the repairs would be obvious profit losses, considering the damage they have. People would ask too many questions.


    Much to her dismay, the chickens don’t move as often as she’d like. But everything else gets carried out every so often by adventurers coming in for repairs.


    Fresh feels a little stronger than she did yesterday, but running up and down the stairs to stow away the armor and weapons they were leaving behind is deeply exhausting work and there are clearly more of them today than yesterday. The entire free wall of her room is lined with weapons and armor and equipment of all manner. Fresh leans against the wall, panting as sweat drips down her forehead, as she drops the latest robe down onto the heap below herself. This felt harder than going through the dungeon.


    To her delight at least, when she comes back downstairs, Jubilee informs her that they had purchased some ‘ghost-goo’. Fresh looks at the little jar of translucent chalky, glowing, argent liquid and smiles, thanking Jubilee and taking another trip up to her room, this one feeling less exhausting than the others before.


    As the day spans further onward towards the late afternoon, Fresh can’t help but notice that the red-wizard hasn’t come today either for her soul-potions. Maybe she was finally sick of them? Fresh supposes that that’s what happens when you drink the equivalent of a box of them in three days.


    The rest of the day goes on like this, not eventful, but busy and soon enough the evening comes and the two of them, exhausted, shut the door for the day.


    "Jubileeeee~" cries Fresh, falling down back against the counter as her legs give out.


    Jubilee doesn’t argue today and simply sighs, relenting as they fall down too, leaning against the counter next to her, just as exhausted as she is. "Okay. We’ll hire someone. We can probably get away with paying them fifty Obols."


    "An hour?! That seems really high," exclaims Fresh, somewhat surprised.


    "What? No, a day, ding-bat," groans Jubilee.


    "Oh…" Fresh taps her finger to her chin. "That seems really low."


    "So? If they’ll take the job for fifty, it’s only in our best interest to let them."


    Fresh shakes her head. "You get what you pay for. Minimum wage. Minimum effort." Jubilee turns their head towards her and stares for a while. Fresh fidgets. "What…?" asks the girl nervously.


    "Have you been reading books? Ones that aren’t wet? That’s the smartest thing I’ve ever heard you say."


    Fresh just laughs meekly, not able to tell her friend that she was just parroting something she had heard somewhere in her old life. It takes a lot of arguing, but Fresh ‘convinces’ Jubilee that instead of a fixed sum, that they should offer a clean percentage of their daily profits, that way their worker has an incentive to work extra hard. Though her arguments are mostly fueled by tearful begging and emotional pleas and Jubilee is clearly just too exhausted to want to fight about it, so they relent.


    The two of them set to finish the rest of their work, splitting up like before so Fresh can finish her mountain of repairs and then, much to her suffering, make a new batch of minor soul-potions and antidotes, as their pantry is running low. All of them turn out normal-quality, much to the girl’s dismay. She really wants to make better ones.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor soul-potions: 19 Obols each - 110 sold = +2090


            Antidotes: 15 Obols each - 24 sold = +360


            Bone-daggers: 49 Obols each - 2 sold = +98


            Odd and ends: ~40 Obols each - 0 sold = +0


            Glass-chickens: 30 Obols each - 0 sold = ~0


            Mushroom-caps(Blue): - sold 0, bought 41 (6 each) = -246


            Mushroom-caps(Orange): - sold 0, bought 30 (5 each) = -150


            Goblin-teeth(Small) - sold 0, bought 48 (1 each) = -48


            Iron-Ingots - sold 0, bought 3 = -20


            Magical-talisman(Glass) - sold 17 = +867


            Tote Bags - sold 19 = +95


            Ectoplasm - sold 0, bought 1 (13 each) = -13


            Repairs (Various) - sold 27 = +874


            Total (Gross) = +3867


            5% Merchants’ guild deduction = -193


            12% Taxes = -464


            10% Savings and upkeep = -386


            Total (Net) = +2822 Obols


              Earnings = 1411 Obols each

          
        

      
    


    


    Later, well into darkness, exhausted, Fresh drags herself upstairs and falls into bed.


    The next day comes and repeats itself much like this one, though the repairs slow down too, as the bulk of them are done for now. But still, there is an occasional trickle of people coming in solely for repairs. Some of them even leave with a potion or a necklace as well. As it’s a slow day, Fresh, with Jubilee’s blessing, sets to work in securing the building a little more.


    It’s still an old, wooden structure at the end of the day, and there is only so much she can do without digging deeper, but even some superficial work would go a long way for now. Fresh sets to the task, dragging some of the left over lumber downstairs and using her crafting abilities to slice it into planks. She tears out some of the old boards down by the wall and replaces them with the new ones, pressing them tightly and snuggly together.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Cut(Straight)]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten]
          
        

      
    


    


    This does little for physical-security, of course, but in her mind, stopping the constant cool draft that enters the house counts too.


    "It’s spring now, what’s it like in winter?" mutters the girl, thinking about the freezing nights she’s experienced here and promises Jubilee to have this place sealed up and warm in no-time.


    They just shrug "Why bother? You can just wear a coat," says Jubilee.


    Fresh puffs out her cheek and turns back to rip the next board out, placing the old, time-stained wood down next to her to grab a new piece. She obviously doesn't have enough wood to do the whole house, nor enough time. But if she does this little patch beneath the window now, then that’s a spot taken care of. Bit by bit, she can fix it up. Soon the wall is done and she gets to her next idea.


    Rubbing the sweat off of her forehead, she leans over, holding her hands above one of the heavy iron-ingots that they had bought today and slices off a long horizontal strip, setting it to the side.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Cut(Straight)]
          
        

      
    


    


    From the rest, she makes a hollow rectangle that is open on both ends, as well as a small chain. Getting up, she goes to the front door.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Small Iron Chain]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Small Iron Chain](Normal)
          
        

      
    


    


    Holding her hands against the door, she secures the ‘tube’ into place on the wood above the handle and then grabs the rectangle, sliding it in and affixing it to the chain.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten]
          
        

      
    


    


    Jubilee watches her from behind the counter. "A chain-lock? The door already has a lock though?" they ask curiously.


    Fresh turns back to them, raising a finger. "Now it has two!"


    "Uh… sure," says Jubilee, tilting their head. They lift their finger, pointing to the spot next to her. "You know there’s a giant window literally right there… right?" they ask. "If anyone wants to come in, they’re not going to bother with the door anyways."


    Fresh ignores that statement. "Can I go into your room? I want to put locks on our doors too!"


    "Huh? Why…?" asks Jubilee suspiciously.


    The girl shrugs, before she bends down to pick up her materials. "So the demons don’t get us in our sleep," she answers plainly.

  


  Chapter 52: Night-light


  
    Fresh smiles, feeling deeply satisfied as she finishes the lock on her door, having already finished the one in Jubilee’s room just before. Happy, she looks around the room that is in exactly the same state of disarray as it was the last time she was in here. Jubilee never cleans their room much, apparently. She wonders if she should get rid of the broken glass? She doesn’t want Jubilee to hurt themselves. The girl ponders, looking over towards the broken mirror. Though she feels a warm feeling in her chest as she sees the small, dried pink flower sticking out of one of their empty potion bottles, sitting on the dresser next to it. The flower is the one she had given Jubilee down in the boss-room on floor eight of the dungeon.


    Was this here last time, when she spent the night? Fresh tilts her head, wondering if Jubilee had hidden it away before letting her inside.


    She shrugs and returns to her work. What else needs to be done? Well, the walls all needed to be patched up to stop the constant draft that always seeps into the entire building. The windows could use some shutters maybe, especially the large storefront window downstairs. She taps her chin, looking around for more things.


    The stairs could use a hand-railing, just to be extra safe. She hasn’t fallen down yet, but the girl doesn’t want to end up scaring Jubilee if she falls down and breaks her neck and dies in front of them. It would be really awkward when she walks back in the door ten minutes later.


    The floors are pretty worn out and they needed to be redone too. But that isn’t so much of a safety issue and more of a cosmetic one. Maybe a few rugs would help patch that problem in the meantime? Plus it would help keep the building a little warmer. Fresh nods as she walks towards the pantry to put the scraps of her materials away, that all makes sense to her.


    Maybe she should make some night-lights? She taps her chin again. Maybe a few glass rectangles, filled with her potions. If she gets some wood, she could make a little frame for them and they could put a few in the hallway. Sort of like… a lantern, but with no fire. Actually -


    She stops mid-step.


    "That’s a really good idea," she says, surprised at her own ingenuity. If she can find a way to make the potions glow a little brighter, they could sell magical-lanterns that never died. As a bonus, if she seals the glass to be airtight, they could even work under shallow water or in the rain.


    "They’ll love them!" she exclaims to herself, realizing how popular such a thing would be amongst adventurers, hitting her fist into her open palm. Torches are free down in the dungeon, but they burn out, especially if they ever get wet, obviously.


    She returns to her room, flipping through her grimoire for anything to make her potions glow brighter. Instinctively, her fingers dart through the book, peeling apart the damp pages until she stops on a page near the end.


    "Brewing alterations…" her finger runs along the text. "…Modifying potions." She tilts her head, trying to read the words below that someone had gone to great effort to write in gigantic letters, but they’re smeared away and illegible now. She shrugs, her eyes following her finger which moves down towards an entry near the middle of the page. "Ferns… Ferns symbolize magic, particularly in regards to the concept of shelter. Smoke from a fern will repel and exorcise corrupting forces," she reads aloud.


    She looks at the line for a while. ‘Shelter’ sounds sort of like what she is looking for, though she isn’t sure how this is going to help her make her potions brighter? But the book hasn’t led her astray yet. Fresh nods to herself and runs downstairs.


    "…A fern?" asks Jubilee as she tells her about the idea.


    "Mm!"


    "What kind of fern?"


    "Huh? Oh, uh…" Fresh thinks for a moment. Obviously Ferns aren’t a specific kind of plant, they’re a group of a type of plant. She knows this thanks to her botany knowledge. She taps her chin, thinking which one would be the most suited. "Something with a budding flower."


    "Why?"


    Fresh smiles, raising a finger. "Because I need to burn it."


    Jubilee stares at her. "…What?"


    Fresh clasps her hands together. "Can you get it? Pleeease~?"


    Jubilee groans. "Well, I’ll ask around if I see someone who looks like they’ve been to floor fifteen. There are plenty of ferns down there. It gets a little swampy." They nod to her. "It’s a good idea though." They think for a while. "There might be more to this than just the adventurers," they say. "Magical-lanterns are expensive, enchanted items. But if we can make some cheap ones…" Jubilee looks around the shop, seeing how far away the customers perusing their wares were. "There might be some big names interested in them. The church for sure, maybe even the town-guard. Hell, maybe even the military." They look up towards her. "It’s a good idea, but why are you always thinking of weird shit that might get us killed?"


    Fresh isn’t listening, instead she stands there, lost in her thoughts, wondering what color she should make the light for Jubilee’s room?


    The day goes on and Fresh sets to work, going to town to where Jubilee told her to go to order more wood, stopping by the guild on the way to pick up some of their saved money for the materials.


    The man at the counter of the store nods and tells her they’ll have it delivered in a few hours as she pays for the material.


    


    
      
        
          	
             (Fresh) bought: [Construction Lumber]{50kg}(Normal)


            for


            [{440} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


      


    Fresh returns to the city, running around to collect bits and pieces on the way. Her next stop is to get some more dried food for their pantry. She sighs, wishing that they had a kitchen. It would be nice to just eat something substantial, even just a hot breakfast once a day. Sure, they had food from the vendors now and then, but sometimes she just wants to eat something boring and home-cooked. Plus she quietly hopes that Jubilee would be interested in cooking together with her. They could spend time together that way. The girl wonders why Jubilee never wants her to go into the other rooms? Surely they could use one of them for something like that?


    But she shakes her head. It’s Jubilee’s house and she’s just going to have to respect their privacy, even if it bothers her. Her curiosity isn’t strong enough just yet to want to betray her friend’s trust.


    Walking through the stalls, the girl buys a load of various breads and dried fruits and meats. Her attention falls on a weaver’s stall, the man behind it selling rolls of various fabrics. Looking at them, she buys a few in different colors. Maybe they could start making their bags in more than one color? Something eye-popping. Or maybe they could even do something seasonal?


    The girl taps her finger against her lips as she walks, adjusting her bag with the other hand. "Green for spring, red for summer, yellow for fall and maybe white for winter? Hmm…" She looks around, wondering if people in this world liked ‘gimmicky’ stuff like that.


    Returning towards their home, she stops, taking a moment to look up towards the dungeon. The grand gate is just as awe inspiring to her now as it was on her first day here. She wonders who built it? What’s the story behind it? Did people make it? Or did people find it here and then they just built the city around it? Probably the latter, from what she’s understood so far. But who made the dungeon then? And why?


    She shrugs, if only to herself.


    Apparently there are other dungeons too and other big cities like this one. Each dungeon has its own ‘flavor’. Their dungeon here is pretty diverse, encompassing a large variety of monsters and themes that change every segment. But apparently there are also some particularly grisly dungeons in the world, where really dark things stir beneath the surface, where only the strongest of adventuring parties dare to set foot.


    Fresh sighs, turning away to go home. Maybe one day she would be strong enough to fight Mr. Mushroom on her own. It isn’t worth thinking about such exotic dungeons for now. As she turns away, her eye catches a glimmer of a robed figure, standing outside of the dungeon, looking up towards it. Stopping, she looks at the red-wizard, who she recognizes now even from behind and watches as she steps into the dungeon, one of their full tote-bags in her hand.


    Fresh feels relieved as she walks those last few steps home. It was stupid, but she was worried about the wizard who hadn’t shown up anymore. Especially after hearing whispers of a murder in the city. The odds were obviously incredibly small, but her brain still couldn’t help but subconsciously make the connection.


    "I’m back!"


    "Yeah, your wood’s here," says Jubilee, looking up from the ledger in front of them. "You just missed your favorite customer too."


    "Mm! I saw. Did she get the potions again?"


    "Same as always," says Jubilee, looking back to the book they are writing down numbers in. "Said something about being away for work."


    "Oh, that’s…" Fresh thinks for a moment. "Good?" she finishes, uncertainly. In truth, she was also relieved that the wizard was slowing down for a little while too.


    Jubilee taps their finger against a silver coin on the counter. "It’s good. We got the money." Fresh sighs, Jubilee just doesn’t have the same level of empathy that she does.


    Going upstairs, she unloads the fabric and food into the pantry and, feeling an odd sporadic doubt in herself, takes a second to bend down to peer into the little hole by the leg of the shelf. Fresh drops her empty bag down, lowering herself down onto her knees and grabbing a glowing potion to see better.


    It’s gone.


    Her heart beats fast as she presses her face closer towards the hole. It should be here. It has to be here. But it isn’t. The cursed-necklace is missing. The girl’s legs shake beneath her as she looks around the pantry in a panic. It has to be here. It has to be here.


    But it isn’t.


    She didn’t move it. Did… did Jubilee find it? Did Jubilee put it on?! Her eyes shoot open wide as she jumps up, running downstairs.


    "JUBILEEEEEE~"


    Not shocked by her scream in the least, Jubilee looks up to the girl rushing down the staircase with bored, but frustrated eyes. "What is it this ti-? IAH! Let go!" Fresh grabs Jubilee, lifting the fabric by their neck to see if they’re wearing a necklace. Jubilee places a hand against her face and one to her shoulder and pushes her back with surprising force. "I TOLD YOU NOT TO -"


    "JUBILEEEE~" cries Fresh, clutching her own face. "I’m sooorry~"


    Jubilee twitches, reading the room. Their posture loosens, but their eyes narrow in suspicion. "What did you do?" They ask plainly and coldly.


    Fresh’s lips quiver as her eyes grow wet, the girl gets up to look if the store is empty. It is. She leans back down. "Did… did you find a necklace upstairs in the pantry?"


    Jubilee thinks for a second. "Uh… what?" They shake their head. "No, I didn’t." They look at her, somewhat confused. "Wait." Jubilee leans in closer. "What about it?"


    Fresh clenches her fingers together. "Do you promise you won’t be mad?"


    "No," snaps Jubilee back instantly.


    She flinches. "Can… can you promise you won’t yell at me…?"


    "No," says Jubilee warily, towards the girl who is on the verge of tears.


    "…Can you-"


    "Out with it!" barks Jubilee, jabbing a finger into her gut. Fresh winces, leaning in closely to whisper into Jubilee’s ear. Their eyes grow wider and wider beneath their mask, as the girl tells her story.


    "YOU DID WHAT?!"


    


    Note for occultists - Ferns 

Somewhat different one today.

 Ferns are a group of plants as you likely know. Though they can be a little odd. Some of them don’t spread themselves through seeds or flowers, instead, they spread themselves through spores! Like mushrooms! So cool!

 The fern has long been present in the world, but have mostly gone under the radar as far as cultures are concerned. Though there are a few notable exceptions that mostly stem out of North/Eastern Europe. In Finnland for example, it was once held that anyone who finds the seed of a fern blooming on a night in the middle of summer, will be led towards a hidden treasure that is marked by Will o’ the wisps. These ‘treasure spots’ are invisible to anyone who isn’t holding the seed.

 Further down south, in the Slavic regions of the world, it was said that ferns only bloomed once a year during the Slavic holiday Kupala Night, which stems from the goddess Kupala. Kupala, as a holiday, was originally a pagan fertility ritual that was later ‘over-written’ by the christian church, who then combined it with their own holiday, St. John’s Day. Kupala the goddess, is a summer goddess, who represents joy and water.

 Interestingly enough, on the western side of the world in the United States, the smoke from a dried, burning fern is said to have the ability to exorcise evil spirits. The origins of this belief are muddy, but it could possibly stem from the native cultures. Either that or somebody just made it up one day and it stuck. Who knows?

  


  Chapter 53: Deceit


  
    They close the shop early, putting up a sign. After having searched through the bins, Fresh now looks upstairs, crawling on her stomach as she scours the floor of the pantry. Jubilee comes in, having locked up below.


    "Anything?"


    "No," says Fresh meekly, crawling forward to look beneath the next shelf. Her panic is now quietened, but her fear of reprimand from Jubilee is still strong in her heart. They hadn’t spoken about it downstairs. "I’m sure I put it right here though," she turns around pointing to the hole.


    "Why?!" snaps Jubilee.


    Fresh looks up. "I didn’t want you to get mad!"


    "WELL I’M MAD NOW!" barks Jubilee, leaning in towards her. "If you didn’t want me to get mad, you shouldn’t have done something so stupid!"


    "I’m sorry! I just wanted to try out my ability," explains Fresh.


    "I told you not to!" Jubilee lowers their voice, turning around and grasping their hood in frustration. "You’re such a child!" They whip back around. "What did it do!?"


    "Huh?"


    "The curse!" they hiss at her.


    Fresh tries to remember. "Uh, I think it said something about… disastrous luck?"


    "Fuck me, if that got into the bin and we sold it, we might just be royally fucked!"


    "But I put it here! I’m sure!" Fresh grabs the floorboard, straining herself to pull it free. The wood cracks as she pulls on it, lifting the morose, old floorboard up. "We couldn’t have sold it!"


    "Well if it’s not here and it’s not downstairs, where else would it be? Once somebody finds out that it’s cursed, they’ll trace it straight back to us. We’re the only store in town selling those weird necklaces!" asks Jubilee, looking over Fresh’s shoulder into the small space beneath the wood, where nothing lays except some dust and old, dried out, clay-coated straw that is used for insulation.


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Nobody will know."


    "Huh?"


    The girl raises her dust-smeared head, looking back up to Jubilee. "Nobody can see the curse except for me."


    Jubilee crosses their arms and shakes their head. "I can see curses too, remember? You know how lucky you are that this town is so far away from the south-east? People here don’t have the eyes for this kind of stuff." They sigh, relenting. "Maybe we’ll get away with it… But you know, even if we do?" They shrug, keeping their arms crossed. "You may have just killed someone," says Jubilee. "I don’t know what qualifies as ‘disastrous’ luck, but I wouldn’t want to wear that thing down into the dungeon."


    Fresh’s eyes go wide at this realization. She pulls the board back further out and digs through the mess below, hoping that it’s here somewhere.


    Hours pass and she’s scoured every inch of the pantry a dozen times over. It’s nowhere to be found. Jubilee has long since left, saying they needed to get some fresh air to calm down. Fresh falls down against the wall, defeated and covered in grime.


    Soon enough, after a very uneasy night, the next day comes. They earned noticeably less money yesterday, because of their having to close early, to which Jubilee doesn’t even speak, not bothering to show her the ledger. The silence somehow makes Fresh feel worse than if her friend would just yell at her. She awkwardly just stands there, downstairs, as it is still too early in the morning to open up. She wants to ask Jubilee if they want to eat breakfast together, but she feels like they’ll say no. So she doesn’t ask and simply stands there quietly, afraid of getting yelled at again.


    A series of loud noises comes from outside, breaking the heavy silence filling the air and they both look towards the window, to the cart parked outside.


    "Ah, fuck. I guess it’s about that time," says Jubilee. "Go upstairs, start bringing the soul-potions down. We have our first delivery for the church."


    Fresh nods, setting to work without any arguments. As she comes back downstairs, carrying the first box of potions, she smiles as she sees the familiar figure. "Hi, Basil!"


    Basil looks back up to her, her face is very haggard and tired looking and she nods with a weak smile. "Good morning. I’m here to pick up the potions."


    Fresh nods back, happy to see the priestess, who apparently has a lot of work as always. Her eyes seem very exhausted though and she has deep bags under them. "Mm!" She tilts her head. "Have you eaten? You look a little worn out." Jubilee elbows her in the side. Fresh opens her eyes, "Ah, sorry!" Setting the box down, she rubs the back of her head. "I guess I was being rude, this time."


    Basil doesn’t say anything, but then just shakes her head. "It’s okay. It’s been a rough few days." She looks at the potions. "Should I help you carry the rest of them downstairs?"


    "That won’t be necessary," says Jubilee, glaring at Fresh. "She can do it by herself." A second elbow nudges her and she squeaks, rubbing the sore-spot as she runs upstairs to get another box. Jubilee is being mean to her, but at least they’re speaking to her. Or… about her, at least, which is close to the same thing.


    Running up and down the stairs a few times, breaking a sweat this early in the morning, Fresh brings several of the boxes from the pantry and then watches as Basil counts through them. Nodding, satisfied, the priestess gives Jubilee a single silver coin. "Thank you for your contribution," she looks at Jubilee and then to Fresh. "The cardinal sends his regards," says Basil. "He is most pleased with your work and thanks you for being outstanding members of the community," she says as if reciting some well rehearsed text.


    "We’re just doing what we can," replies Jubilee rather dryly.


    Fresh nods, smiling a feigned smile as she tilts her head and tells a half-lie. "We’re glad to help!" She feels bad about lying to Basil, even if she was snooping around, but it’s just what they have to do. But apparently their ploy to win the church over is working beautifully and Fresh can’t help but feel a little pride at that.


    She also can’t help but feel a little pride at the scheme brewing in her heart as she helps the woman load the boxes into the back of the cart, pulled by a rather odd looking creature tethered to the front. A white-feathered, long-necked bipedal bird. With a colorful plume of vibrant feathers hanging loosely from its back, drooping down as a tail. She can’t help but notice that it is staring at her with a rather venomous gaze.


    Then again, she’s never seen one before. So maybe they just look like that?


    "Never seen an anqa before?" asks Basil as she loads the first box into the cart, taking the next one from Fresh.


    Fresh shakes her head, staring with some awe at the beautiful plumage of the regal creature. "No, not really."


    Basil smiles, this time sincerely, walking around to pat the large horse-sized bird. "They’re from the east. They’re strong, quiet things. They make good company, you know?" Her eyes glow a little as she strokes its giant feathers and the bird coos in response, lowering its neck. Fresh can’t help but feel like its watching her though, never closing its large eyes that seem to focus on her with some deep suspicion. Meekly, she raises a hand to wave to it, not daring to approach the giant animal.


    *KYIAH!* screeches the bird, extending its beak out towards her and the girl jumps back as it snaps at her.


    "IAH!"


    "Woah! Easy there!" Basil grabs the creature’s head, apparently not fazed in the least that its beak is the size of her own face and pushes it back away. "I’m sorry, he’s usually very nice."


    Fresh laughs meekly. "It’s okay… uh… I’ll get the next box." Somewhat nervously, she hustles inside and Basil comes in after her. This is her chance, thinks Fresh as she looks towards Jubilee who is standing by the counter. "Basil? Jubilee and I were just about to have breakfast," she lies. "Would you like to join us?"


    Jubilee narrows their eyes and Fresh smiles a victorious smile, taking a moment to subtly stick the tip of her tongue out at Jubilee, who can’t deny her wish now, if only for fear of looking bad in front of the priestess.


    Basil seems to think for a moment. "I’d feel bad. I don’t want to impose any more than I already have. I still owe you two a lot of money as it is."


    "It’s okay," says Fresh, picking up the next box. "It’s nothing exciting, just some bread and some dried stuff. We have more than enough to spare," she explains. The priestess looks around uncertainly, her eyes wandering over to Jubilee who straightens up, clearing their throat. Fresh isn’t sure if Basil notices, but she sees her friend’s narrowed eyes twitch just a little as they focus on her.


    "We insist," says Jubilee, lying now as well, if only to play along. Seemingly convinced however, Basil nods and agrees.


    Once they finish and Fresh explains their ritual to the rather confused priestess, they sit down on the floor together with Fresh on one side of the counter and Jubilee on the other. Basil doesn’t even question it, perhaps simply out of good manners or for fear of being rude.


    As they eat and discuss the minor happenings in the world over their not exciting, but at the very least nourishing, food, Fresh can’t help but notice the eye of the large bird, staring in through the window the entire time. It is focused on her and her every movement.


    Basil sighs as she sees the large avian face pressed against the glass of the window. "I’m sorry, he’s been very protective lately, he’s usually very well behaved."


    Fresh fidgets uncomfortably, as the bird narrows its eyes, watching her with hawkish intensity. Soon enough, they finish their meal and their conversation. Basil thanks them for their hospitality and returns to the cart, driving the thing off down the main road, back towards the church.


    "Bye, Basil!" cries Fresh after them, waving to the tired figure who waves back.


    The girl returns back inside, the anxiety of the lost necklace almost entirely suppressed by the warm feeling of having a good morning and a nice breakfast with a just as nice conversation. She closes the door, looking back at Jubilee who is leaning back against the counter, their arms crossed as they watch her very carefully, as if they are suspicious of her themselves now.


    "You know -"


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, looking over to the figure who has their hand on the chin of their mask.


    "Sometimes I wonder if you’re just faking the whole ‘dumb and innocent thing’ as a cover. But then I remember what your stats are and even you can’t fake that."


    "…Huh?" repeats Fresh, not sure what Jubilee means as the two of them look at each other. The girl rubs her arm, not entirely understanding the situation as she breaks eye-contact. Is Jubilee mad about her trick to get them to have breakfast together? Or is this still about the necklace? "I’m sorry about the necklace. Please don’t be mad at me…"


    "I’m mad at you," says Jubilee and Fresh flinches, feeling her eyes grow damp. "But I’m also impressed. I honestly didn’t know you had it in you," says Jubilee "I still remember when you were snot-crying about that goblin. But look at you now, stringing innocent priestesses along without skipping a beat." Jubilee sighs. "You really are a witch."


    Fresh isn’t sure how to take that last statement and fidgets, walking towards her friend who continues speaking. "I suppose striking when the iron is hot is the way to go though. She’s messed up now, so she’s vulnerable. We’d be dumb to let this opportunity go."


    "Jubilee, I don’t know what you’re talking about," says Fresh. "Did I do something bad?" The girl fiddles with her fingers as she watches Jubilee. "…I just wanted to spend time with you, because you’re my friend. And she’s nice."


    Jubilee looks up to her, tilting their head. "You really don’t know, do you?" They sigh, apparently relenting. Their tense posture loosens. "How do you always manage to do things right, even when you’re doing literally everything wrong?"


    Fresh’s lips quiver as she shakes her head. She feels as if she is about to be yelled at again. "Jubileee~" she begins whining. Jubilee raises a hand, cutting her off.


    "The orc was murdered the day before yesterday."


    Fresh’s eyes widen. "…What?"


    Jubilee nods. "Yeah, real gruesome stuff too, apparently. Middle of the night. Cloak and dagger bullshit."


    Fresh covers her mouth, tears growing in her eyes. "That’s awful!"


    Her party-member shrugs, going behind the counter. "It is what it is. But she’s alone now. Tired, desperate and vulnerable." Their eyes lock on to hers. "She’s right where we need her to be."


    


    Note for occultists - Anqa 

The Anqa (Anka/Anka al-Mughrib) is a giant mythological bird from Arabian mythology. Anqa’s are strange creatures, that lore dictates can only be found “At the place where the sun sets.” The name Anqa stems from the pronunciation of the phrase ‘long/thick necked’ “a’naq”. This implies that the bird was something akin to a raptor like a large bird of prey. The latter part of its title ‘Mughrib’, refers to several concepts ranging from ‘misfortune’ to ‘white/dawn’ in the context of the animal. Though the word Mughrib officially refers to the ‘sunset prayer’ which is one of the five Islamic prayers and the first prayer of the day, despite being at sunset.

 Anqa’s are very wise, perceptive animals that live for up to 1700 years. Though they spend the first 125 of those inside of their eggshells, even after breaking them.

 The word Anqa is however also related to the word ‘anāq’ which means misfortune, in the context of the bird being a herald of calamity. An ill omen, if you will. In the real ‘mythological canon’, the Anqa is said to have a human face and four pairs of wings and to somehow carry an odd resemblance to every living being that exists. Interestingly enough, the myth of the Anqa was eventually swallowed up by the somewhat more dramatic mythology of the phoenix, which in some areas, completely overwrote the old lore. As far as the religious context is concerned, Anqa’s were destroyed by people after they became a plague. But the further details are rather vague.

 Discarding all the mythology and 1700 year lifespan and the human face bit and all of that, it’s ‘possible’ that Anqa’s were once a real bird, that were wiped out in the distant past because they proved to be a nuisance. Given the fact that bird’s have hollow bones, they don’t generally become fossilized, I’m not willing to discard the theory just yet. A quick tidbit, the Anqa itself as a mythological concept likely stems back to the ancient Persians, who told of a creature known as the Simurgh. But more on that some other time.

  


  Chapter 54: Restlessness


  
    Fresh tosses and turns in her bed, pulling the blankets around over herself uncomfortably as she fidgets, entirely unable to fall asleep. It’s the middle of the night and she turns over again on to her other side, having lost count of how often she had already unsuccessfully tried to fall asleep in this position tonight.


    Her eyes open as she presses her head down into the pillow and stares out across the dark room, which is dimly illuminated by the glowing potions she has scattered around it. Her eyes fixate on the blank wall, separating her room from Jubilee’s.


    She sighs, sitting upright and tosses the blanket off of her chest. She can’t sleep. Any tiredness or exhaustion present in her body is simply over-toned by the thoughts that are buzzing around in her head. The visage of the friendly giant, the orc, laying there in a pool of blood. She hadn’t asked any further details of Jubilee, but her own mind is happy enough to fill in the blanks for her, even if she doesn’t want it to. Grisly images of mutilation and viscera fill her thoughts and no matter how often she dispels them by forcing herself to think about something else, they always come back; returning to haunt her like the faces of laughing ghosts. No matter how often she tries to get the lifeless expression of the friendly man out of her mind, it always returns, covered in red.


    Fresh turns to the side, uncovering her feet and planting them onto the ground as she stands up. She hadn’t known the orc for long, but somehow it bothers her. A lot. This wasn’t her first encounter with death here, in this new world. Since her first day here, she had heard whispers about it, lurking in the dark streets of the city. But…


    That was always just a rumor. Some murderer somewhere.


    Then, Mr. Mushroom and the goblin… they were monsters. She can justify that to herself somehow, if she tries hard enough. As for Donata, the old woman had dug her own grave in the end. Fresh didn’t want any of that to have happened. But it did.


    But the orc? He was just a friendly person. She didn’t actually know him, apart from their few brief encounters in the store. But something about the simple fact that the darkness in this world was able to take something so… clean and to befoul it, that is what keeps her up tonight. The fact that this evil force is in the same city as them. Whatever or whoever it is, is near her new home. Near her new friend.


    She puts on her dress, taking a potion with her for light as she walks barefooted, out into the hallway. Apart from that, Fresh can’t help but wonder, did the orc buy a necklace? Did he buy the necklace? The cursed one? She should have read her grimoire more about curses. Maybe it’s her fault? Maybe it’s her fault that he’s dead? Maybe it’s her fault that Basil is so run down? What’s the woman going to do, without her only party-member? She can’t get far in the dungeon alone. She’ll have to find a new party, but… is that so easy?


    Fresh shakes her head. She doesn’t know anything. Opening the pantry door, the girl strains herself, grabbing a long plank of wood and heads downstairs to set to work.


    Looking at the window, she half-expects a shadowy face to be pressed against it, staring back at her from the outside. But there is nothing there save for her own reflection, her pale face illuminated by the soft glow of the potion, causing her features to look recessed and shadowy. She tilts her head, looking at her own distorted features, shining back at her.


    "There’s a witch in the window," she mutters to herself, sleep addled, as she walks closer towards it. The haunting, eyeless apparition is dispelled as she approaches, banished into whatever night lays on the other side of the mirror-glass.


    Setting the wood down, she begins to process it.


    Hours pass and she has to run up and down the stairs several times, though she does her best to be quiet, not wanting to wake Jubilee. Her friend is a cold person and she doesn’t like how emotionless their statement about using Basil was, but she understands that Jubilee is Jubilee for a reason. Maybe that’s what living in this city does to you? Or maybe Jubilee is just… Jubilee and always has been?


    She fastens the wood to the wall, quietly yawning as she uses her abilities.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh is Fresh for a reason too, she thinks, not quite sure where her thoughts are going. Maybe if Jubilee is the cold one, emotionally, then she’ll just have to be the warm one? Maybe that would even things out. Fresh steps back, swinging the wooden shutter closed to test it.


    Satisfied, she stares at the, now fortified, downstairs-window, feeling only a little bit better as she stands alone down in the dark shop, listening to the whispering draft that is still seeping in through the walls. Her eyes scan the distant, dark corners of the room, down beneath the shelves. She listens as she hears the quiet hiss of air seeping in from all manner of cracks and crevices. Fresh shudders as she feels the outside air run up her already cold, clammy skin, as it reminds her that it still has her in its clutches. She remembers this feeling, from her last night in her old life. This is that very same, dark, heavy cold that loomed with her in her room, in her bed, in her heart.


    It quietly reminds her, whispering into her ear, that it doesn’t matter if she has a roof over her head today, a light at her side this second, a friend… for now. It doesn’t matter and it tells her as much with its midnight whisper, that it will always be here. Creeping. Crawling. Coming. And one day -


    Fresh narrows her tired eyes, watching the darkness suspiciously, as she collects her materials to go back upstairs.


    - And one day, she can’t help but hear the promise of the cold draft, no matter how many obstacles she builds, no matter how many walls she fixes and friends she tries to make to surround herself with, one day, it’s going to swallow her whole again. And that little candle that she feels burning in her heart for all of these things that she thinks she has? It’s going to snuff that out with a single, quiet, cold breath. Just to make the point. Just so that she’ll remember that sentence it had told her, that sentence she had told herself back then, when the fountain offered her the ring.


    That this is too nice for someone like her. She doesn’t deserve it.


    Fresh stops on the staircase, holding the rest of her materials under her arms as her gaze lowers down to her feet. She listens to the wind howling outside and she stands there, frozen for a time. Frozen in body and in soul as a familiar, old tiredness makes itself felt in her mind. An old feeling tells her the simple truth. Go to bed. It’s over.


    Just go to bed and sleep.


    She quietly lifts her gaze, walking up into the pantry and stows away the leftover materials. Returning to her room, she looks down at her bed, down at the sweat-stained, knotted and twisted sheets and blankets.


    Without letting the dark thoughts get another word in, Fresh clenches her fists, grabs her bag and goes back downstairs, taking one of her bone-daggers, a necklace and a bottle of moonwater with her, as she unlocks the door and marches out over the empty plaza, ignoring the laugh of the cold wind on her skin, as she stubbornly stomps towards the dungeon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Equipped Bone-Dagger]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Equipped Magical-Talisman]
          
        

      
    


    


    The blue aura envelops her as she walks inside and the girl takes a deep breath to calm herself down, as she feels the dank, earthy and familiar air of the dungeon enter into her lungs. Opening her eyes, she marches down the stairs, taking her grimoire out of her bag.


    There isn’t much she can do. She isn’t strong, smart, charming, pretty, clever, brave, nimble, wise, or talented. Or any of that. If anything, the only reason she has made it this far is because she has had luck on her side, but she can’t rely on that forever. She can’t rely on luck to protect her and her friend when the bad times come. She feels it. That sensation. That… dull edge of a knife, rubbing itself against the back of her mind like when it was raining during the ‘vampire night’.


    Maybe it’s something from her class? Some sense for the happenings of the world after the sun has set. Like when she felt the vampire coming. But something -


    No matter where it stems from


    - Something tells her that one day, one day in the future, that darkness will fall. It hasn’t forgotten her and no amount of luck in the world is going to stop it once it arrives.


    She drops her bag down off of her shoulders, letting it fall to the last step as she stares at Mr. Mushroom’s burrow. Her other hand lifts up the damp-grimoire, as she flutters through the sticky pages, looking for something to help her. She doesn’t know what it is yet, but there has to be something, anything that can help give her an edge.


    She has to be strong enough to do it herself. She has to be able to face whatever that looming specter is when it arrives.


    Her eyes dart over the page that the grimoire is showing her. A section on her own abilities and she reads the text, detailing about curses and the modification there-of.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Curses - Modification

          
        


        
          	
            By the nature of the beast, curses are inherently negative in their conjurations and are intended to bring harm to the recipient in some fashion. Curses can never be removed. However, a curse may be modified through one of three methods.

          
        

      
    


    


    "Hair of the dog…" mutters Fresh as she rubs her head. Are there even dogs here? Actually, isn’t that a saying? ‘Hair of the dog’? It probably didn’t mean a literal dog. The girl taps her chin, mumbling. "A hair of the dog that bit you," as she remembers the whole phrase.


    She looks at the second option for modifying a curse, tilting her head. "True loves’ kiss?" Nervously, looking around the empty floor, flush in the face, she looks at the last line, but to her dismay it is smeared away. Fresh frowns and guesses that there’s only one avenue open for her then. She isn’t sure she appreciates the comparison, but…


    Fresh gulps. Her eyes wander down to the dagger in her hands as she sets the grimoire back into her bag. Should she…? Jubilee won’t forgive her. They hadn’t even forgiven her yet for the first time. "…Jubilee doesn’t have to know."


    The girl plucks three of her hairs from her head, and wraps them around the blade of the dagger.


    


    Note for occultists - Hair of the dog’ish 

Originally, rabies was ‘treated’ by literally placing the hair of the attacking dog into the bite-wound. I can’t speak to the efficacy of such a treatment, but I’ll go out on a limb and say it was probably something near 0%. Though this rabies connection seems to have been born in Scotland later on.

 Far before that, the earliest utterance of the phrase ‘hair of the dog that bit you’ originates back to the port city of Ugarit, which was a key part of ancient northern Syria that existed at its height between 1450-1200 BC. It is said that the city was destroyed by the ‘sea people’ who you, if you are familiar with ancient history, know are a giant mystery in and of themselves. But that’s for another day.

 Getting back to the dog, the first story from Ugarit tells us of a dog named Ilu who drinks far too much alcohol and becomes deathly hungover, he locates a text depicting a cure. The ingredients? 

 - A plant (Nobody actually knows which one)
 - Literal hairs from a dog
 - Olive oil
 

 After mixing these 3 ingredients into a salve, which he then applies to his own forehead, Ilu is cured of his suffering. From there, the story gained its immediate connection with alcohol and spread around the world over generations.

  


  Chapter 55: Maybe


  
    "You’re up early," says Jubilee, coming down the stairs.


    Standing behind the counter, Fresh looks over at her friend with tired, but fulfilled, eyes. She had spent all night down in the dungeon. It was tricky work for her, with her low health and stats. But the cursed-dagger really did its job. Together with a few jinxes to steal some luck from Mr. Mushroom, she managed to beat him. It was a real scuffle and she had to fight dirty. Plus it wasn’t worth much exp at all. But she needed to get as much as she could and more importantly, she needed to find ways to protect this new life of hers.


    The curse modification had gone surprisingly well, she wishes she had thought of reading about curses earlier, to maybe have done something about the necklace. But in truth, she sort of half-forgot it because of all the chaos. The new dagger is floating in her inventory now, as much as she dislikes opening it. If she ever finds the necklace, she’s going to throw it in there too and leave it there forever. She hates it, but she can’t let such a useful tool like her inventory be wasted, just because of some abstract fear of the dark hole.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-Dagger]{Curse of Gnawed Bones}(Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A small, heavy dagger made out of a single piece of solid, dense bone. The sharp edge of the blade seems to glint with an unusually dark luster.

          
        


        
          	
            Melee: +3 DMG


            Element: +1 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Curse of Gnawed Bones


            Constantly drains the user’s SOUL while held. As long as the user has SOUL, the following effects are active.


            - *2 DMG against enemies with bones


            - All PHYSICAL damage is converted to DARK damage

          
        


        
          	
            Warning: If wielded while under 0 SOUL, this item will drink the marrow from your bones.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.1kg

          

          	
            Durability: 20/20

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    "I couldn’t sleep," she explains, only telling half of a lie.


    Jubilee looks across the room towards the new shutters, walking over to inspect them. "These are pretty good," they say, nodding to her. "Not bad for someone who isn’t even a carpenter."


    Fresh scoots her bag to the side with her boot, pushing it beneath the counter. "Thanks! I wanted to do something, so I figured I’d keep working. Ah…" she thinks. "I hope you don’t mind that I’m doing stuff to your house."


    Jubilee swings open the shutters and closes them a few times to test them and nods, seemingly satisfied, before looking back towards her. "It’s our party-space. You live here too."


    The tired girl beams. "You’re such a nice person, Jubilee." Jubilee’s eye twitches, but they don’t say anything. "I had an idea last night," says Fresh, slapping the iron-key of the adventurers’ guild onto the counter. "We should move all of our -" she looks around the empty room. "- ‘secret stuff’ into the adventurers’ guild. If people are snooping around here."


    Jubilee walks towards her, shrugging. "It’s not like I haven’t thought about it, but have you thought about what that means? Logistically?"


    Fresh tilts her head. "Huh?"


    "The potions? The armor we need to repair? The weapons? All of it," says Jubilee. "We’d need to take it in here during the day, then transport it to the guild after closing, do all the work there and then transport it back here each and every night." Jubilee shakes their head. "There aren’t enough hours in the day. We’ll just have to be careful, especially since the church is watching us." Jubilee sighs. "Maybe we’ve gotten them off of our backs for now though. I think they’re pretty satisfied with our ‘work’ so far."


    "About that…" says Fresh. Jubilee narrows their eyes in suspicion. "Can we ask Basil if she wants to work here on the side?"


    "No. Are you stupid?!" snaps Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "But she needs to earn money and we need to find someone to help us," protests Fresh. "I can’t keep up this pace forever, Jubileee~" she whines, laying her head down on the counter.


    "You want to hire the person whose job it is to investigate us?" they ask. "Am I hearing this right?" Jubilee tilts their head. "You want a literal priestess to work ten steps away from whatever the hell it is you do up there in your nightmare-workshop all night?"


    "It’s not a nightmare workshop, it’s my bedroom!" she protests. "Besides -" Fresh raises a finger. "’Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer’, right?" Jubilee groans uneasily. Fresh goes on, rubbing her arm. "…I feel terrible for her, Jubilee."


    "Don’t. If she knew the truth about you, you wouldn’t like her anymore. I can promise you that."


    Fresh goes on. "- And if it makes you feel better, we can just put a door upstairs to block the staircase and lock it. She can sit behind the counter during the day."


    Jubilee waves their hands. "This is a horrible idea. I mean…" They think for a while. "It would certainly seal the deal on the church trusting us, if we integrate one of their own into our business," they consider. "They might make us saints at this rate. But it’s beyond risky and stupid." They shake their head. "There’s no reason for us to make this kind of gamble. We can just hire any schmuck from the guild, who won’t ask so many questions." Jubilee thinks. "Hell, we could probably ask that weird wizard if she’ll work for potions instead of money."


    "Pleeease~?" begs Fresh.


    "No."


    "Pleeeeease~?!"


    "No!"


    "Jubileeeee-!"


    Jubilee clutches their hood as the girl continues her plea. "Your softness is going to get us both killed, you dimwit!"


    "-eeeee~" finishes Fresh, letting out the last of her breath.


    Jubilee cries out in exasperation. "Fine!" They raise a finger, pointing at the girl who perks up with a beaming smile on her face. "But this one is on you!" they exclaim. "If this goes wrong, if she finds out, don’t count on me to save your witchy-ass a second time." They lean in towards her. "I’ll be running out that gate alone with my bag full of money before the first torch is lit to burn you alive!"


    Fresh frowns. "Would you really?" She rubs her arm again. "If I ran, I’d take you with me," she mumbles, lowering her gaze and looking down to the side.


    Jubilee doesn’t respond. Both of them stand there quietly for a minute, until eventually her party member sighs and waves her off and heads towards the glass-chickens. "Offer her fifty Obols a day, plus two-percent of our daily-sales," says Jubilee. "AFTER deductions." Jubilee begins rearranging the chickens. "If she accepts, she can work the counter. But only after you’ve built that door upstairs with a lock."


    Fresh smiles. Her happy mood overrides the exhaustion in her body for now.


    The plaza begins to fill with the usual bustling crowds and a surprisingly large amount of people find their way into the store after they open for the day, much to Fresh’s surprise. She had expected this to be their slow phase, after the few hectic days before.


    "- like when I found it!" says a leather-clad man.


    The large, muscular, dark-elf woman that Fresh recognizes as her main source of orange mushroom-caps walks along with him, laughing and slapping him hard enough on the back that the man stumbles. "Found? The way I remember it, it found you when that hollow-armor crushed you," she remarks to the man, who rolls his eyes.


    "-‘scuse me! Pardon me!" The red-wizard pushes her way through the crowd, rushing to the wall of minor soul-potions and grabbing a large handful, filling them in her tote-bag and rushing to the counter. "Good morning!" she proclaims excitedly.


    "Good morning, you’re excited today!" laughs Fresh, seeing the figure bouncing before herself on the tips of her toes. The wizard sets the bag full of potions down on to the counter, together with a single silver Obol. She takes it, giving back five small ones as change.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Sold: 5 [Minor Soul-Potion](Normal) for [{95} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    The wizard nods excitedly. "I’m going to get to floor sixteen today! That’s the next boss!"


    "Wow," exclaims Fresh, handing her back her change. "That’s really impressive on your own. You must be really strong. Isn’t that dangerous?"


    "It’s the soul-regeneration!" she explains. "Usually I’d have to stop to take a nap once my soul-points run out. But because of the potions, I can just keep running around in a circle until they regenerate."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "That sounds exhausting."


    "It is, but I’ve gotten a lot of dexterity from running so much," laughs the red-wizard. "I don’t have a lot of health or resistances, but as long as I keep moving it's fine, so far. Monsters are still slow near the top."


    Fresh purses her lips, thinking. Looking for a moment over the wizard’s shoulder at Jubilee, she sees that they are distracted and arguing with a customer about something. Fresh leans down below the counter and grabs one of her resistance necklaces, slipping it into the tote-bag and shushes the wizard, sending them off with a wink. "Stay safe!"


    The red-wizard smiles, grabbing the bag excitedly and turns to leave. "Thank you! See you tomorrow!"


    Soon enough, the line starts forming at the counter and Jubilee has to take over, while Fresh starts lugging equipment upstairs and then more of it downstairs as people come to pick up their gear from the day before. Repairs really are a lucrative business model if you’re just outside of the dungeon. But it’s exhausting work. However, Fresh smiles as she carries the next heavy helmet up the stairs, as she thinks about the red-wizard spending perhaps hours running in a circle with the monsters chasing her. If she can do that, then she herself can do something this easy.


    The antidotes are becoming more popular as well, which makes her very happy. They were her first idea, after all and it was a rather big let-down that she couldn’t sell them due to all of their flaws. But now that they were averaging at normal-quality, people were decidedly becoming more interested in them.


    There’s also the simple fact that they are the only place in the inner-city that sells them these days, so there is little choice for those unwilling to walk to the alchemists down further roads. But Fresh tries not to think about that too hard.


    The barkeeper comes by eventually as well and Fresh recalls her desire to spend some time talking with the elf about herself and the adventurers’ guild. But before she can get past a quick greeting, more armor comes in that needs to be carried upstairs and the potions also need to be restocked again, as the shelf is already half-empty, despite it not even being the afternoon yet.


    The day passes with a steady stream of quiet customers running in and out of their business. Fresh quietly hopes Basil would show up sometime, but the priestess never does. Apart from that however, many of these faces are slowly becoming familiar to her. Soon enough however, one comes in that she doesn’t recognize.


    Fresh stops as she comes down the staircase, perhaps sensing some shift in Jubilee’s body language as the cloaked man comes towards the counter and places an old, worn bone-dagger onto it.


    "I need this repaired, please," says the man.


    Jubilee nods, eyeing him and sliding the dagger to the side. "Is that all?"


    The cloaked figure shakes his head. "We would like to place an order." He taps the dagger. "Fifty of these."


    "Done. Come by next week," says Jubilee and Fresh winces. Fifty was a few extra hours of work for her.


    The man nods satisfied. "Also, are you able to make other items with such properties? In particular we’re looking for five racks of arrows and three swords."


    "What the fuck are you people up to now?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "Can you do it?" asks the man, ignoring their question.


    "You fucking cloaks… ugh…" Jubilee looks up to Fresh. "Can we do it?"


    The girl thinks for a moment. "I’ve never tried… but… maybe?" she says, rubbing the back of her head.


    Jubilee looks back to the man from the thieves’ guild. "There you have it. Come back in a week and we’ll have something for you. Maybe." They tap the counter. "Payment in advance."


    The man nods, not saying anything else and places a small pouch of coins onto the counter, not bothering to count them. "See you in a week," he says, walking off towards the door. "Maybe."


    Jubilee sighs, counting the money.

  


  Chapter 56: Another day, another Obol


  
    The day ends without anything else of notable excitement happening and Fresh falls asleep in an instant after finishing her work, still feeling deeply exhausted from the night before.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
            Wares
          

          	
            Sold
          

          	
            Sold price
          

          	
            Bought
          

          	
            Bought Price
          

          	
            Total
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes
          

          	
            18
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            270
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions
          

          	
            87
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1653
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            147
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            45
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -225
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            61
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -366
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -60
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            714
          
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            36
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            828
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            13
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            65
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            180
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -180
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            30
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            2876
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            ~10%
          

          	
            777
          

          	
            2099
          
        


        
          	

          	
            345
          

          	
            144
          

          	
            288
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            1050
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    Waking up early the next day, feeling much better after a night’s rest, if not a little frazzled, Fresh washes up and gets ready for a new day. She meets Jubilee downstairs, who apparently is also already up, getting the store ready to open in a little bit. She goes about her usual routine of ‘hunting’ them breakfast somewhere out in the city. The girl enjoys the crisp, morning air, as it helps to wake her up from her morning lull. Plus immersing herself in the vibrant life of the city, as it just starts to wake up past the crack of dawn, is always exciting. She finds herself in the core of the hive, listening to the buzz of excited voices growing louder and more active by the minute.


    Finding something that looks nice, she returns back to the store and they eat and then open up for another day. Repairs are the bulk of their work as the soul-potions are selling slowly again now, being in their ‘down’ phase. But the money from the repairs is enough to keep them more than above water.


    The day is busy, but quiet and then ends just like the one before.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sold price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Bought Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            210
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions
          

          	
            56
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1064
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            98
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            ~40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            35
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -175
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            42
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -252
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -60
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            459
          
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            48
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1104
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            45
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            136
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -136
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            2357
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            ~10%
          

          	
            636
          

          	
            1721
          
        


        
          	

          	
            283
          

          	
            118
          

          	
            236
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            860
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    Fresh spends hours fiddling around with the bone-daggers as they have started buying goblin-teeth by the heaps and she makes an extra few every night in order to meet their large order. All the while, she fiddles around with the ideas of arrows and swords. A sword seems easy enough, it’s just a really long dagger… right?


    She taps her chin, thinking. That makes sense to her. Looking down at the goblin-teeth below herself, Fresh flips through her grimoire, looking for the page on bone-crafting. As she skims over it, the simple idea comes to her as if she had known it all along. Scattering the teeth out lengthwise over the floor, she takes seventy-two of them and lays them to the side. Though she has to count them three times, as each time when she gets half-way through, she loses track and has to start over.


    Once she has them all together though, with Jubilee carefully watching her from the counter, she holds her hands above the teeth and concentrates on the witch-crafting ability.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Bone-Sword]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-Sword](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A longsword made out of bone. The macabre weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it. This weapon is a little lighter than a sword made out of metal.

          
        


        
          	
            Melee: +4


            Element: +4 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.9kg

          

          	
            Durability: 20/20

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Her eyes light up as she catches the long weapon, falling down to the ground, though she only realizes after feeling Jubilee’s glare that maybe catching a falling sword was a bad plan. Thankfully, she got away unscathed and Jubilee even nods in approval as they look over the weapon.


    "These are good. But seventy-two teeth is a lot…" they say. "We can make three daggers from that. That means we’ll have to charge… one-hundred-fourty-seven Obols for one of these swords. It’s getting up there in price for a beginner's weapon." They tilt their head. "The dark damage saves it though. But… hmm…" Jubilee thinks for a while and looks back to her. "Put some moonwater on it."


    Fresh looks at Jubilee, somewhat lost. "Are you sure?" she asks, surprised that Jubilee would make such a suggestion. But they nod and the girl gets up to get some.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Moonwater Blessing: Blessed by a holy light, this weapon deals an additional 10% of its damage as HOLY damage.
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-Sword](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A longsword made out of bone. The macabre weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it, which is permeated by a holy light. The two essences seem to be swirling around each other in communion.


            This weapon is very light, compared to a sword made out of metal.

          
        


        
          	
            Melee: +4


            Element: +4 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            +10% HOLY

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.9kg

          

          	
            Durability: 20/20

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Jubilee nods. "It’s an interesting combination. Dark and light damage. But this might be the move. Do we have enough moonwater to bless all of the swords?"


    Fresh thinks for a moment, not sure what Jubilee means. "…For free? That’s not like you, Jubilee." Seeing this, unsurprised, Jubilee goes on. "Just the swords. The daggers are good enough on their own for that price, if anyone wants an enchantment, we can start offering those for a fee," they say. "But the swords? They look great, but stat-wise they need a little… pep, to be worth the price." They look over the very light longsword. "It’s nicely done though, good job." They nod at her. "I’ll get us some more teeth, can you make more of these? They’ll look great on the shelves."


    Fresh nods, beaming, more than pleased at Jubilee’s unusually high praise and she sets to work, making the other two swords for their order, plus a large batch to fill their shelves.


    Soon enough, night falls and the next day comes and the two of them follow their well-practiced routine, beginning yet another busy day of work.


    "Woah, look at these!" says a large man being dragged into the shop by his caster companion, on their way to the potions. The sour mood on his face suddenly lightens as he sees the swords.


    The caster turns back and looks in distaste. "Those are pretty creepy looking…"


    The large man picks up one of the bone-swords. "Some people just don’t appreciate good craftsmanship," he sighs, shaking his head and holding the sword up to look at it, running his finger along the edge. "Huh…?" He looks over to Fresh who is behind the counter, watching the spectacle. "Dark AND holy damage? Are these enchanted?" The others coming in through the door start to look at him.


    "Uh…" Fresh starts. Jubilee elbows her in the side and interrupts her lack of thoughts.


    "You bet your giant, metal-clad ass they are," says Jubilee. "Only one-hundred-forty-seven a piece." Jubilee points to their caster companion. "With two kinds of magical damage on your own weapon, you won’t need them anymore." The caster crosses their arms and lifts their nose, the man seems impressed enough though and nods. Several other brawny fighter-types scurry over to grab their own swords, leaving their rather worried looking companions standing either by the door or by the rack of soul-potions, as they grab up the enchanted bone-swords and rush to the counter.


    The day runs on like this, but much to Fresh’s relief, no caster of any kind seems to be left behind in the store by their party-members. Though she can’t help but feel like she gets a sour look now and then from the occasional wizard or mage or other more exotic variant of caster that she doesn’t recognize, to which she can only respond with an uneasy wave and a smile.


    The day passes and she sets to work, finishing the last of the daggers that they’ve set aside for their order from the thieves’ guild. Only the arrows were left to make now, but she still isn’t too sure about them. Instead, the girl opts to spend a moment, after finishing her evening chores, to patch up another few spots of the walls downstairs. Looking at the scrap-wood remaining, she gets an idea.


    "Jubilee?"


    They look over towards her, pushing a glass-chicken to the side an inch. "Yeah?"


    "How many arrows is a ‘rack of arrows’?" asks Fresh, thinking.


    "Uh… it depends where you are in the world," says Jubilee. "But here it means thirty-two." Fresh looks at her hands, counting with her fingers and mumbling under her breath, though she loses her count as a tired sigh makes itself heard from the other side of the room. "One-hundred and sixty. The thieves’ guild wants one-hundred and sixty arrows."


    Fresh laughs meekly, rubbing her arm, somewhat embarrassed. "Thanks, Jubilee!" She realizes now, thinking about an arrow, that it’s a rather simple thing to make. She just needs some wood, a single goblin-tooth and some feathers. The first two are easy enough to get, the feathers she would have to get tomorrow.


    She returns to her work and starts to rip a board off of the wall, it doesn’t budge. Scowling, she grabs a tight hold of it, pressing her leg against the wall to leverage it. Something gives way, and instead of the board ripping out, her boot presses through the somewhat morose wood. Something wet cracks on the other side with a disgusting crunch and Fresh yelps, crawling backwards and throwing the board to the side, as she pulls her foot out of the hole.


    "IAH! JUBILEEE~!"


    Jubilee walks over, apparently not too fazed by her panic or her destruction of the house and looks at the dead rat inside of the wall, bending over to look down at it. The two of them stay there for a time, neither of them saying anything as they stare at the dead rat that was, before being crushed, apparently lying asleep in its nest. A small, glass-necklace has been shattered against its crushed body.


    "Disastrous luck, huh?" asks Jubilee sarcastically. "Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time," they say, bending down to look closer. "Isn’t this your necklace?" They look back at Fresh. "I guess it really is unlucky." Shrugging they walk away. "Get rid of it. And the rat."


    "Huh?" Fresh looks after Jubilee and then down towards the crushed rat and the cursed-necklace, covered in rat-viscera. "Jubileeee~" protests Fresh. "You have gloves, can’t you do it?!"


    Jubilee glares back at her. "No. Suffer the consequences of your actions like an adult." They shake their head. "Maybe you’ll learn not to do something so stupid again."


    With a quivering lip, Fresh looks back at the destroyed, cursed-necklace, feeling bad for the rat. But also thankful that the item hadn’t seen the light of the outside-world after all.


    The next day comes.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sold price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Bought Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes
          

          	
            26
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            390
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions
          

          	
            72
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1368
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            49
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            ~40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -150
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            67
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -402
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -20
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            306
          
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1127
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            25
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            128
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -128
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords
          

          	
            16
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2352
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            4917
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            ~10%
          

          	
            1328
          

          	
            3589
          
        


        
          	

          	
            590
          

          	
            246
          

          	
            492
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            1795
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    Fresh spends her morning running around, getting their breakfast and a bundle of stiff feathers. Three-hundred and twenty-four white feathers and one-hundred and sixty dark-red feathers. Once the store opens up, Fresh feels a smile grow on her face as she sees the red-wizard come in for the first time in three days, bracing herself against the wall as she wobbles her way in on weak legs.


    "How did your boss-fight go?" asks Fresh.


    "I spent a whole night jogging in a circle. That damn thing had so much health…"


    Jubilee looks over to her. "Floor sixteen? That’s a rough one alone if you aren’t high-level."


    "Yeah," sighs the wizard, hobbling over to the potions with weary legs, but a satisfied, smug grin. "I nailed him good, though. It took six hours and it almost got me more than once. But I did it," she says, hobbling over to the counter and placing her potions down on the wood. "Do you have any kind of stamina-potions?"


    "Stamina?" Fresh thinks. "No, but I could maybe think of something," she taps her chin, adding the idea to her to-do list. "But you really should find a party, what if you get in danger?"


    "Isn’t that what adventuring is about?" asks the wizard, perplexed, placing a coin onto the counter. "Ah… one bag please. I lost mine."


    Jubilee nods, placing the potions in a bag made with a bright yellow fabric. "I like your attitude. Keep up the good work, but maybe take a day off. Here -" They slide an extra potion out from beneath the counter. "Have one on me."


    Fresh looks at Jubilee in shock. The wizard, gratefully, takes the potion and hobbles her way back out of the door with a large smile on her face.


    "Jubilee? Are you okay?" asks Fresh, placing her wrist on her friend’s mask. "You aren’t getting sick, are you? It’s not like you to be nice."


    They glare up at her. "What’s that supposed to mean, goo-brain? You picking a fight?" Fresh retreats, going upstairs to carry the next load of repairs away, quietly laughing at the fact that apparently even Jubilee could be in a good mood now and then.

  


  Chapter 57: Loose threads


  
    It’s the middle of the night. Fresh is flipping through her grimoire, thinking about potential recipes for a stamina-potion, tapping her chin with her other finger. The tip of which is wet from opening the book. Jubilee has gone to bed and she sits downstairs alone, thinking about this future project. But she hasn’t come up with anything just yet.


    On the bright side, literally, she looks down at the ferns that Jubilee had managed to buy for her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Gully Fern

          
        


        
          	
            A lush, deeply green fern with a budding blossom on the end. Ferns generally grow in moist climates. Gully ferns in particular grow deep down underground, in particularly wet areas such as dungeon-swamps and morasses.

          
        

      
    


    


    This is just what she needed for her night-light idea. Fresh smiles. A lot of things are coming together all at once. It’s been an exhausting few days, but they have been very rewarding and not just financially. At this rate, she’d have her debt almost entirely paid off by the end of next week. Not only that, but also just because of all the people she’s been meeting and all of these new ideas she’s been having. It’s not just spiritually fulfilling, it’s nourishing.


    Fresh sets the fern back down to the side, shaking her head. One project at a time.


    Instead, she reaches over to her left, grabbing two white feathers and one red feather from a sack and placing them down, together with a single goblin-tooth and a bundle of cylindrical shafts that she had made out of wood from their stockpile. Tilting her head, she looks at the collection, curious, but still somehow confident that this will work. Fresh lifts a hand, hovering it over the single tooth.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Bone-arrowhead]
          
        

      
    


    


    The goblin-tooth rattles as the magic files it down into a sharp arrowhead. Pressing it against one of the smooth sticks, she lays the feathers loosely on top of the back end and raises her hands above it again.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Crafting: Arrow]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-arrow](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            This arrow is tipped with a sleek, bone-arrowhead that is permeated with dark energy.

          
        


        
          	
            Melee: +1 DMG


            Element: +3 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.12kg 

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams as she picks up the arrow and inspects it. The wooden cylinder has taken on a darker hue somehow through the crafting process, which makes the three sharpened feathers on the end stand out. Especially the single dark-red feather that Fresh had specifically chosen. Not only so that the arrow has a more dramatic look for the shelves, but the red was also to signal that it has dark damage. She isn’t sure how the thieves’ guild works, but she’s sure they have a lot of arrows. So they’ll probably appreciate a visual marker like this.


    Satisfied, with a happy smile, she sets the arrow to the side, getting ready mentally to make a few dozen more tonight before she goes to bed.


    Before that though…


    She grabs the fern again and one of her soul-potions from the shelf and runs out the door to the dungeon. Jubilee had forbidden her from, as they said it, "playing with fire inside of the house," which she personally doesn’t think is reasonable. She isn’t going to play with it, she’s trying to make things.


    Stepping into the dungeon, she appears on the inside of it again a moment later and sets the potion down onto the stairs. Grabbing the fern, she holds it into the flame of a torch for a moment and sets it alight. The wet leaves hiss, but then begin to smolder surprisingly quickly. She yelps and rushes over to the bottle, as the fire grows rapidly towards her fingers.


    "Iah! Hot! Hot!"


    Not sure what else to do, not exactly having thought this through, she stuffs the burning herb into the neck of the bottle, shoving it in as far as she can by jamming the cork back down onto it.


    The cork sets on fire.


    "Jubileeee~" she cries, clutching her hair. But Jubilee isn’t here.


    Fresh drops back down onto the stairs, staring at the fire sprouting out of the small potion bottle, not sure what to do now except wait for it to die down. The recipe said it needed smoke from a fern… "This counts, right?" she quietly laughs to herself in exasperation, watching the fire die down as the herb chars and the burnt residue falls down from the glass neck and into the potion below.


    She stares at the potion for a while, her body sitting back against the wall of the dungeon, in the exact spot she had fallen asleep at during her first night here.


    Nothing happens.


    Fresh sighs. "Did I mess it up?" The girl purses her lips and gets up. Maybe she should just go to bed. Maybe -


    A wave of light pulsates through the potion and it starts to bubble, the glass vibrating as it begins to rattle against the stairs. For a moment, she thinks it's going to fall down the step and speeds over to reach for it, stopping only a second before, as she realizes how hot the glass probably is. With a clever, smug grin, she pushes the potion back a little with her boot.


    The bubbling stops and the potion sits still, as the light that shoots through the blue liquid becomes a constant, bright shine, which combines with the original blue glow into a very bright aura that paints her skin with a vivid blue. With pride in her chest, she waits for the potion to cool down.


    Bringing it back to the house, she returns to her work, making a wood and glass frame for the lantern, before finally falling into a long, well-deserved sleep, the newly crafted lantern sitting against the wall of her room, filling it with a bright, yet gentle blue-light.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Magical Lantern](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A magical-lantern made out of wood and a waterproof layer of thin glass. The inside is filled with an enchanted liquid that glows with ever-present shine, day or night.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.6kg
          

          	
            Color: Blue

          
        

      
    


    


    The next day comes and Jubilee inspects the lantern.


    "Fucking hell, that’s bright," they say, pushing the lantern back across the counter and throwing a bag over it to cover the glow. "Not bad, though." Jubilee rubs the chin of their mask. "There’s one issue."


    Fresh tilts her head. "What’s that?"


    "How do you turn it off?"


    The girl looks at the covered lantern and then back towards Jubilee. "…Why would you want to turn it off?"


    "To make it dark?"


    "Why?" asks Fresh.


    "Because sometimes you don’t want to be seen, goo-brain," snaps Jubilee. "You can light or extinguish a normal lantern whenever you need to." They point at the lantern. "This is a giant, glowing ‘shoot your arrows here’ marker."


    Fresh thinks, rubbing her arm. She supposes Jubilee has a point. Her eyes wander around the store, over the shelves, past the door and land on the shuttered window.


    "Ah! I have an idea!"


    Jubilee flinches as she runs upstairs past them and then just shakes their head as she comes down a moment later with a piece of wood and some metal bits. She places the wood on to the table and saws off several thin, rectangular sheets.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Saw] x4
          
        

      
    


    


    Uncovering the lantern and placing one of the sheets against each of the four sides, she holds her hands around it and fastens the pieces with one metal hinge on each of them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten] x4
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh beams as she slides the lantern back to Jubilee, who reaches over and presses the four shutters shut. "It’s a little awkward, having to mess with four things to turn it off. But… hmm…" They lift it, reopening only one of the shutters. The blue light shines out in a loose, but vaguely directed stream straight ahead. "Huh… this is actually pretty useful. A narrow light like this, or a full area light if you open the other ones." They close the shutter and lift it up again. "This could actually work. Fuck me. Hmm… the wood, the fern… a potion… some glass… Maybe we should use a light metal instead of wood? So they’re more durable?"


    They look to Fresh who thinks for a moment, but then nods in agreement.


    "But, fuck, I think these will go well… maybe better than the other stuff. We’ll start selling them in-shop if you can make some more tonight. I bet you it won’t take three days before we get the church and the guard asking for orders of them." Jubilee scratches their head. "We can’t sell these for cheap."


    "We can’t?"


    "No, we’re already selling everything for far under market value. If we don’t start making some big ticket items with a real price soon, people are going to ask questions about how we’re staying afloat."


    Fresh rubs her arm. "I guess that makes sense. So how much is an enchanted lantern worth?"


    "A normal one made by a master-enchanter? Fuck-loads. But ours don’t work with classical magic and also we don’t have a reputation as enchanters, so people won’t pay as much." They spin it around a few times, looking at it. "If we make the frame out of metal instead of wood… maybe three-hundred each? But that’s the lowest we can go."


    "Make it two-hundred-ninety-nine," says Fresh. "People are more likely to buy it that way because it doesn’t sound as high."


    "That’s dumb," says Jubilee. "Anyone can see the difference is only one Obol."


    Fresh raises a finger and winks. "Trust me."


    Jubilee just rolls their eyes and shakes their head. "Sure. Fine. Whatever." Leaning over, they pick up an arrow from the first batch. "These are pretty good too. With three dark damage, they’ll go right through any armor. The cloaks will love that." They spin the arrow around to look at the feathers, seeing the one red feather, they look down to the rest of them, seeing that they all share the same feature. "Interesting design choice. Very dramatic." Jubilee sets the arrow back. "You know, this whole store thing is turning out pretty good so far." They look up towards Fresh curiously. "You can’t do much else, but you do seem to have a knack for this kind of work."


    "It’s because I have you helping me!" says Fresh proudly, clasping her hands in delight at the praise.


    "Obviously," says Jubilee plain as day, walking past her as they get ready to open the store.


    Business is off to a slow start today and the weather is slightly cloudy, bringing with it a subdued calmness to the previous spring energy of the city. It seems that the bright, fresh spring is finally coming to a close and making way for the summer ahead. Though the dawn of such a thing is still a few weeks away, according to Jubilee.


    Fresh is sitting behind the counter, tinkering with a few metal bits, as their first customer of the day walks in. She looks up from her work. "Welco- Ah!" She smiles. "Hi, Basil!" she calls out, looking at the tired, sunken-in face coming towards the counter.


    Basil waves, walking up to her. "Hello, how are you?" asks the priestess gently.


    "I’m fine," says Fresh, waving her off. "More importantly, how are you?" she asks, leaning over the counter towards the priestess. Basil stops for a moment, as if thinking, but then smiles and reaches into her pocket, placing a single, silver coin onto the counter.


    "I’m fine too, thank you." She slides the coin across. "I’ve come to repay my debts. Thank you for your patience," says the priestess with a warm, but deeply tired smile.


    Fresh looks down to the coin, taking it without arguing. This is obviously an important gesture for the priestess. "Ah! Thank you very much. That’s great! So did you find a new party already?" she asks.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Got: [{100} Obols] !
          
        

      
    


    


    There is a heavy silence in the air, which Jubilee breaks by coughing once from the far side of the room. Fresh realizes that her question might have been seen as somewhat cold. "Ah… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean -" she looks away. "- Sorry."


    Basil shakes her head. "It’s okay, no. There aren’t many parties missing a healer here at this time of the year." She rubs her head. "I hope you’ll forgive me, but I had to sell the sword."


    "Oh," says Fresh, not sure what to feel about that or if she should feel anything at all. It must have been a hard thing for her to do, she thinks. The girl’s gaze wanders over to Jubilee who nods back to her once, silently.


    "Anyways, I should be on my way. Maybe I can find something today, I better get to searching," says Basil, turning to walk back out. "See you around!"


    "Basil, Wait!" calls Fresh after Basil. The girl scratches her cheek nervously. "We actually wanted to ask you something…"

  


  Chapter 58: Secure


  
    "Work here?" asks Basil, somewhat surprised.


    Fresh leans over towards her. "Yeah!" The girl rubs her head. "Jubilee and I can’t keep up with the work on our own forever. It’s really exhausting."


    Basil fidgets, looking around the store uncertainly. "I’m not really… I’m not really trained in anything like this," she says.


    "Neither am I!" beams Fresh. "We’re just kind of making it up as we go along!"


    "That's one way to say it" says Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    Basil thinks. Fresh takes the opportunity to explain more. "We can pay you fifty Obols a day -" The priestess’ eyes widen and her tight posture loosens fairly quickly.


    Jubilee adds on. "- Plus two percent of daily sales." Basil’s legs seem to weaken just a little, as she sinks down for a moment, but then catches herself, locking her knees back straight as she regains her saintly composure. "You’d only be working the counter, ideally as often as possible. But we’re willing to leave some wiggle room on your hours, given your day job."


    Basil clears her throat. "I appreciate the offer, but…" she fumbles with her hands. "I’d feel bad about accepting more charity."


    Jubilee places a hand on their hips, pointing at Basil with the other. "It’s not charity. What do you think this is, you soft-bodied, cloister-dwelling, kook?" Fresh twitches together, looking nervously at Jubilee. "We’re running a business and offering you a job, we expect you to work."


    Fresh clears her throat.


    "What Jubilee is trying to say is, we can’t manage on our own forever and we need someone to help us." She shoots a scowl at Jubilee who sees it, but ignores it entirely. "We need someone to work for us and -" She fidgets, wondering if this is a crass thing to say so directly to the likely still mourning woman. "- You need work."


    Basil thinks. "It’s unusual for a priestess to do anything other than healing." The woman sighs, apparently thinking, as she looks around the shop. "I’ll have to ask for permission."


    Fresh smiles, reaching out her hand. "So you’ll do it?"


    Basil looks at her face with a somewhat unsure expression. "…Are you just trying to get me to like you again?"


    "Yes!" says Fresh plain as day, smiling brightly as she pushes her hand out further towards the priestess who relents with a weak smile and takes it.


    "That’s very honest of you to say," remarks the priestess, laughing.


    "Let’s work hard together, Basil!" says Fresh loudly and clearly.


    Basil smiles, nodding back. "Let’s."


    


    
      
        
          	
            [The pact is sealed]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks at the translucent window floating behind Basil, that disappears a moment later, much like the one that had appeared when she jinxed the man from the merchants’ guild. Though neither of them seem to notice it. Exchanging a few awkward pleasantries with each other, Basil leaves to return to the church and the two of them set to work, as the occasional customer continues to trickle in, asking for a repair or soul-potions. Their swords are selling well today however.


    "Would you like a bag with that?" asks Fresh to a man buying one of them.


    He looks at the long sword, then back to the bag through the slits of his metal helmet. "It’s uh… I don’t think that’s going to work out."


    Fresh looks down at the small cloth bag herself. "Oh." She tilts her head. "Yeah, you might be right." Laughing, she takes the man’s coins and gives him the change.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Sold: 1 [Bone-Sword](Normal) for [{147} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Mercantile 5]{Influx}
          
        

      
    


    


    "Congratulations," says the man with a nod to her as he walks away with the sword, heading straight towards the dungeon.


    "Ah, thank you, come again!" calls Fresh after him, looking at her window as it vanishes. She must have heaps of skills and abilities backlogged to unlock by now. If only she could get a level up again soon. Fresh smiles. Well, soon enough. Hopefully with Basil here, she’ll finally be able to convince Jubilee to take her down into the dungeon again. Life would be so much easier if she had some higher stats.


    "I’ll take over the counter," says Jubilee from down next to her. They point back behind themselves with their thumb over their shoulder. "You take care of the door on the stairs."


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "But we don’t even know if Basil will be allowed to work for us."


    Jubilee shakes their head. "There’s no way the church will let her say no. This is their opportunity, since they were watching us anyway. It’s guaranteed."


    She nods quietly, not sure herself. But if Jubilee is this certain, then she can place her trust in that. Besides, even if Basil wasn’t coming back, the door would be another thing to slow down the threat of whatever or whoever is stalking the nights. The girl runs up the stairs into the pantry to get out some of their wood and materials, sparing a moment to look down at the hole beneath the shelf. Apparently, there are rats in the city. But they’ve gotten very good at avoiding people after losing generations upon generations to bored adventurers, eager to test out new spells and weapons.


    The thought that they had a rat in their pantry, where they keep all of their food is beyond nauseating for her and she makes a note to do something about it as well. Rats are just as unwelcome in this house as the bogeyman or foot-demons, as far as she’s concerned, and the girl promises herself to make sure that that statement becomes very clear to all parties involved. Grabbing a heap of wood under her arm, she sets to work, building a simple door at the top of the stairs.


    Her initial idea and construction are pretty simple. She simply takes a thick board and saws it in half, lengthwise.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Saw]
          
        

      
    


    


    Placing each half on one side of the corridor, she fastens them to the adjacent walls with metal fastenings and then one board lengthwise between them on the top.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten] x3
          
        

      
    


    


    Pushing against the empty frame, she checks to see if it holds and it seems to do so quite well. Nodding with satisfaction, she sets to work making the door itself. Taking two large sheets of wood, she lays them on top of each other and uses some of their glue to bind it together and then saws out a piece about the size of the gap in the frame. Only after she’s finished, she realizes that maybe she should have sawed the wood and then glued it together and not the other way around. Now there’s an extra piece that‘s stuck together. She rubs her head, looking down the stairs. Jubilee doesn’t seem to have noticed.


    Quietly she gets up and sneaks into the pantry, hiding the glued wood leftovers, together with the rest of their wood, before Jubilee can see it and yell at her for wasting any.


    Lifting the door against the frame, she fastens two swinging hinges to it, one on the top and one on the bottom, and fastens that whole piece to the frame she had built before.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Fasten] x2
          
        

      
    


    


    Satisfied, she pushes it open and watches as it swings outward, out over the stairs. Fresh looks at it for a moment, confused. Out over the stairs? That seems really impractical. But…


    Oh.


    Laughing quietly, as she sees Jubilee watching her from below, she unfastens the door again and this time, places the hinges on the right side of the frame. Testing it, she’s satisfied that it now swings inwards, towards the upstairs corridor.


    "Jubilee! I did it!" She calls down in excitement.


    Jubilee sighs and shakes their head. "Where’s the handle?"


    "The handle?" asks Fresh, looking back at the door.


    "Yeah…? The… you know, handle. For the door." They tap their head. "A ‘door-handle’, if you will."


    Fresh looks back at the door, realizing that Jubilee has a point, a snarky point, but a point and so she returns to her work, doing her best to make a crude door-handle, like the ones downstairs, out of some of their iron-bars.


    "Jubilee! I did it!" calls down Fresh in excitement an hour later, ready to be praised for her hard work and excellent craftsmanship now. She holds her arms out to the door, presenting it with a bright smile and a glowing face, feeling very proud of the stable construction, given that it was her first time making such a thing. Jubilee looks up towards her.


    "…Where’s the lock?"


    Fresh opens her eyes. "The what?"


    "The lock, goo-brain." Jubilee rubs their mask, just above the bridge of their nose. "That was the whole point. A door. With a lock."


    "A lock…" mumbles Fresh to herself, looking down at the door and then back to Jubilee. "Jubileeeee?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, tapping against the counter with their fingers.


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "I don’t know how to make a lock." Jubilee’s eyes twitch, but they don’t respond any further as some customers line up to pay for their things. Fresh puzzles with herself, wondering how to make a lock. Reaching into her pocket, she takes out the key to the adventurers’ guild and looks at it, shrugging to herself and setting to work to make something that could be considered a lock.


    Two hours later, wiping the sweat off of her brow, she beams with pride at the metal keyhole pressed into the wooden door. "Jubileeee~!" she calls down the stairs.


    "What?"


    "I made a lock! Look!" The girl takes the adventurers’ guild key and sticks it into the door, turning it to show the piece of metal moving from side to side as she twists it.


    Jubilee sighs, deeply exhausted. "…Is that the key to the adventurers’ guild?"


    Fresh looks at it and then back down to Jubilee. "Yes?"


    Jubilee stares at her for a moment and then takes a deep, long breath, extending their hands outward to calm themselves, closing their eyes for a second. "You made the lock for our door with a key to the adventurers’ guild?" they repeat.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, not sure what the issue is now.


    "A key that half of the schmucks in this city have an exact copy of?"


    Fresh tilts her head, looking down at Jubilee and then down to the key. "Oh," says Fresh, understanding now.


    "Oh," repeats Jubilee, dryly.


    The room is quiet.


    Fresh looks back up to her friend. "Jubileeee~?" she pleads.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, annoyed.


    "Can we just buy a lock?"


    Jubilee groans.

  


  Chapter 59: Ghost-Goo


  
    Fresh lays on her back down on the floor, swirling the bottle of ectoplasm around above her head with both hands. Her eyes are fixated on the faintly glowing white-goo that is sloshing back and forth inside of the glass jar.


    "Ghost-goo. Ghost-goo." She narrows her eyes. "Ghost-goo-ghost-goo-ghost-goo-ghoost-gh…" She clears her throat and starts over. "Ghost-goo-ghost-goo-ghost -"


    "Ghost-shut-up!" yells Jubilee from behind the counter, throwing a wadded up ball of paper at the girl, laying on the floor of the store. It donks off of her head, rolling off to the side.


    "Jubileeeee~?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, clearly annoyed.


    "If ghosts are real, does that mean we have souls?" She tilts the bottle to the left, watching as the liquid pools on one side.


    "What? Why would you think that?"


    "Well… ghosts are souls, right?" She tilts the bottle back towards the right.


    "Fuck me if I know what ghosts are, the spooky fucks." Still laying on the ground, Fresh tilts her head backwards, looking at Jubilee. "Ask Basil, she’ll be able to tell you."


    "Jubileeeee~?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, having gotten used to this ritual after several nights of essentially the same.


    "You’re upside down."


    "The only thing upside down here is my life," says Jubilee, shaking their head and continuing on with writing the ledger.


    Fresh looks back at the bottle and keeps playing with it. The only sounds in the quiet store are the sounds of Jubilee’s writing and the sloshing of the ectoplasm. Fresh tilts her head, sliding it sideways, over the floorboards.


    "Jubileeeee~?"


    "What?!" asks Jubilee sharply, sliding the pen across the page with some force, as if using the sound it makes for emphasis.


    "Are you a ghost?"


    "…What?" repeats Jubilee.


    "Are you a ghost?" repeats Fresh


    "…What?"


    Fresh spins the bottle around in her hands, holding it up to the ceiling. "Is that why you don’t like being touched? Because I’ll find out that you’re not real?"


    Jubilee tilts their head. "Are you real? Have you been drinking the ectoplasm?" They sigh. "Goo-brain." Fresh looks back at the bottle and then sloshes it around some more. "Weren’t you going to make something out of that? Or did you just want a shiny toy?"


    "Mm! I’m going to! I’m just thinking -"


    "Does it hurt?" interrupts Jubilee.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, looking over at Jubilee who just sighs and shakes their head, defeated.


    "Never mind."


    "Huh…" Fresh looks back to the bottle. "Hey!" she rolls over onto her stomach, puffing out her cheek and scowling at Jubilee who simply slams the ledger firmly shut in response.


    "Come on, I’m done." They look down at her. "You don’t always have to lay there and wait for me, you know?" says Jubilee. "If you finish your work before me, you can just go upstairs and go to sleep."


    Fresh lurches forward, crawling on her stomach towards Jubilee, wiggling like a worm as she slides closer. "But Jubileeeee~!"


    "You’re creeping me out," says Jubilee, looking down at her.


    Fresh slaps her hand down on top of the toe-cap of Jubilee’s boot. "I want to spend time with yoooooou~"


    Jubilee sighs, pulling their foot back. "We spend just about all day, every day, together."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh.


    "You’re really clingy, you know?"


    "Mm!" nods Fresh. "You’re my best friend, Jubilee!"


    "That’s really sad," says Jubilee without missing a beat and shakes their head, looking around the store. "…Wanna go to the dungeon?"


    Fresh’s eyes shoot open wide. "Yeah!" she exclaims, jumping up to her knees and holding out her arms wide open.


    "I’m not hugging you," says Jubilee plainly, walking past her without sparing her a second glance.


    "Jubileeeee~" whines Fresh, turning around and walking on her knees as she chases after her party-member, who runs away, making a circle around the bins as the girl hounds them.


    "Get away from me, you creep!"


    "Ju-BI-LEEEEEEE~"


    Five minutes later they’ve gathered their things, Fresh having lost the chase and they stand outside of the dungeon.


    "Should we start at the shortcut?" asks Fresh, realizing that if they enter from the top that Jubilee will see that she went into the dungeon alone to fight Mr. Mushroom.


    "You mean down on floor eight?" Jubilee thinks for a moment. "It might get dangerous there for you. You have to promise that you’ll stay back."


    "Okay!"


    "Promise," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    Fresh tilts her head, wondering what the big deal is. But she nods. "Okay! I promise!" Jubilee nods back, satisfied. The two of them enter the dungeon.


    Once Fresh reopens her eyes, she looks around, realizing that she’s standing on a large staircase, but not the one at the usual entrance. Up behind her is a large, double-sided wooden door.


    "The boss-room is behind there."


    "You mean the flower?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee, walking down. "But I don’t want to go back there with you. Things got weird last time."


    "It’s really easy experience though, can’t you just kill it? You’re really strong, Jubilee!" beams Fresh, running after her friend.


    "Let’s just do a few normal floors and then call it a night, okay? We still need to get some sleep before tomorrow."


    Fresh thinks for a moment but then nods. "Okay! The party-leader approves!" She can’t see it from behind, but by the movements of Jubilee’s head, she’s sure that they just rolled their eyes.


    The walls of the dungeon are different here than they were above. The brickwork has entirely overtaken the compacted dirt and vines. And a strange, dark ivy grows from between its gaps, giving the gray-bricks a strange, almost bluish hue. She shudders, even with her new robe, it’s getting chilly down here. The damp underground air makes it feel even colder than it likely is.


    Something shifts on the floor below. Lots of somethings, as they step down and Fresh looks over what looks like a graveyard. A dark-metal iron-fence runs around the floor, combined with the many tombstones and stone-wrought crypts filling the space, it almost has a labyrinth-like quality to it.


    "Floors one to eight were the cutesy beginner things, forest creatures," says Jubilee. "Floors nine to sixteen are where the first undead are."


    "Undead? Like ghosts?" asks Fresh nervously.


    Jubilee steps down onto the floor, gesturing for her to stay back. "Ghosts aren’t until floor thirteen. Floor nine is zombies."


    "Zombies?" Fresh looks up over the graveyard now as she sees it. The dirt below the tombstones begins to ripple and quiver. Stones begin to shift and wobble, as gray, fetid hands rip themselves free from the muck. Bones crack and wet meat lurches and tears as it snags on roots and the ivy, that both seem to grip the dead, as if trying to hold them in place. Fresh feels somewhat unwell as she stares at the rotting, human corpses making their way towards them.


    Jubilee grabs the wet dirt at their feet and throws it into the air, snapping their fingers as it flies.


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [18/52 Experience] !


            You got [20/52 Experience] !


            You got [22/52 Experience] !


            You got [24/52 Experience] !


            You got [26/52 Experience] !


            You got [28/52 Experience] !


            You got [30/52 Experience] !


            You got [32/52 Experience] !


            You got [34/52 Experience] !


            You got [36/52 Experience] !


            You got [38/52 Experience] !


            You got [40/52 Experience] !
          
        

      
    


    


    An hour later, the two of them return back up the way they came. Fresh’s bag is significantly fuller. Zombies usually just dropped Obols, but sometimes they had the occasional piece of equipment. A sword, a shield, a single boot without a partner. After floor nine was done, they had gone to floor ten, which contained skeletons and then floor eleven, which was filled with a mixture of both zombies and skeletons. Root-flowers apparently only grew on floors one to eight, so she assumes at least, not seeing any down here. Fresh wants to keep going, but Jubilee waves her off, saying that floor twelve has a ghoul and that they don’t feel like dealing with it tonight.


    Apparently ghouls are what happens when a vampire bites someone. It warps their body into something like a zombie, but more cunning and graceful. At least until the process is finished and new bones sprout and skin grows over their eyes, while their necks stretch out far and long. Fresh shudders, accepting that explanation and happily turning back to go upstairs again, buzzing with pride at the new level-up that she has finally gotten. Though Jubilee had been pretty snarky about her selection of available abilities…


    


    
      
        
          	
            You got [52/52Experience] ! (Party)

          
        


        
          	
            [Level up! You are now LEVEL 6 ! ]


            {Cooking 2}{Crafting 6}{Gathering 2}{Adventuring 2}{Witch-Crafting 6}{Mercantile 5}

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            ~*+- PROFILE -+*~
          
        


        
          	
            HP: 7/7 +1
          

          	
            "FRESH"
          

          	
            SOUL: $%§ / §**+'#
          
        


        
          	
            LEVEL: 6
          

          	
            [image: Img]
          

          	
            STATUS: ???

          
        


        
          	
            CLASS: [WITCH]


            - of the Black-Fountain

          

          	
            OBOLS: 6507

          
        


        
          	
            SUB-CLASS: [CRAFTSMAN]

          
        


        
          	
            RACE: HUMAN
          

          	
            [INVENTORY]

          
        


        
          	
            STR: 04
          

          	
            WIS: 04 +1
          

          	
            LUK: 04
          
        


        
          	
            DEX: 04
          

          	
            INT: 04 +1
          

          	
            LOV: 03
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            *~+- PLEASE CHOOSE AN ABILITY -+~*


            [1] Choice Remaining

          
        


        
          	
            [Witch-Crafting: 4] {Snips and Snails}


            Allows you to communicate with low-level forest monsters.

          
        


        
          	
            [Witch-Crafting: 5] {Hex Bags}


            Allows the crafting of a cursed charm that brings grave misfortune to anyone nearby.

          
        


        
          	
            [Crafting: 6] {Glass-worker}


            Allows precision glass-work for delicate jewelry and ornaments and instruments.

          
        

      
    


    


    Hex Bags were out from the start, she didn’t even have to ask, as she felt Jubilee’s ireful gaze the moment the window had appeared. Jubilee had suggested that she should take the glass-work skill. She could make all sorts of new, interesting things for them to sell. But the girl protests, arguing that this was her chance to make new friends.


    "With… snails and mush-mushes?" asks Jubilee.


    "Mm!"


    Jubilee tilts their head, looking at the girl. "I suppose you do have a lot in common with them."


    "Mm- Hey!"


    Her friend walks away, waving her off. "It’s your choice, but I don’t know if the monsters have anything to say, honestly." Fresh’s finger hovers over the menu as she goes back and forth, unable to decide. Making more things is always great, but…


    The concept of being able to talk with monsters is also very exciting for her and it’s, judging by Jubilee’s reaction, a rather unusual ability for this world. Maybe there is something of value here? She isn’t quite sure for what yet, but it also just sounds more fun and that’s the real reason her finger finds its way towards it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Ability chosen: [Snips and Snails] !
          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, she runs after Jubilee and the two of them leave the dungeon. Fresh makes a mental note to drop back in again when she finds the time. Maybe Mr. Mushroom will talk to her? The thought makes her giddy and she beams. "Thank you, Jubilee!"


    Jubilee tenses up, and for a second Fresh thinks it’s because of her. But their head turns further past her, as they look around her, over their shoulder. Jubilee stares down the dark street to their side, leading down towards the entrance to the city. Fresh follows their gaze, but sees nothing down in the darkness at the end of the empty way. Jubilee turns back and opens the door. "Yeah, yeah. Come on, let’s go to bed. I’m losing sleep because of this."


    "Mm!"


    The two of them head inside.

  


  Chapter 60: What friends do


  
    Fresh lies awake, tossing and turning as the sounds begin to become audible outside. The sounds of tapping. The rain is returning once again. She flips over, looking at the lantern she had made before. It’s set against the wall of her room and her eyes find their way over to the chain-lock on her door, just double-checking again if it’s really closed. Thunder cracks out loudly, shaking the walls and she pulls the blanket up higher. "Why does it always have to start raining at night?" she mutters into the blanket that she’s pulling up above her mouth.


    The weather in late spring is very unpredictable here, just as Jubilee had told her. She huddles together beneath the blanket and listens to a wave of dull, droning thunder roll across the midnight sky outside. The deep rumble sounds oddly calming to her, not like the high-pitched cracking and lashing from the last storm. It’s like the booming voice of a kind, old man, some story-teller or some large and friendly gestalt. As she follows the traveling sound, she finds her eyes slowly growing heavy until they finally manage to fall shut. Her vision leaves her, as both it and the echoing thunder leave the world together at the same time.


    The night passes without any further excitement, though one time, as she wakes up, she is certain that she hears Jubilee walking around outside, though as she sits up to listen more intently, she hears nothing but the rain tapping against her window. The girl makes a mental note to make some shutters for her and Jubilee’s bedrooms as well and falls back down, back to sleep.


    The next day comes, the rain continues.


    Fresh sits downstairs, stretching as they eat their dried foods together. Because of the rain, she didn’t want to go outside and find them something more exotic. "I’m telling you, Jubilee! Witches melt if they get wet!"


    "Where did you hear that, you goo-brain? I’ve literally seen you with wet clothes, how does that even make sense?!"


    Fresh looks down at the bread in her lap, thinking. "Huh… maybe I’m a different kind of witch." Though… she rubs her head. Maybe that was just stuff from her old life.


    "You’re a different kind of something alright," says Jubilee, yawning.


    "Didn’t you get much sleep last night?" asks Fresh, taking a bite.


    Jubilee groans. "Well, we came home late and then the storm kept me up."


    Fresh turns around, looking at the counter which she is leaning against. "Are you scared of vampires too?"


    "What? No, I’m not scared of vampires."


    Fresh thinks, tapping her chin. "If you get scared, you can come to my room." "NOTACREEP-!" she hastily adds on to the end.


    Jubilee sighs.


    The two of them finish eating in silence, listening to the falling rain. Fresh eventually breaks the quiet and tells Jubilee of her plan to make shutters for their rooms too, asking for permission to enter their room again, to which they reluctantly agree.


    The day begins and Fresh can’t help but feel just a teensy, tiny bit sharper today. Even though she could have also done with a couple of hours more sleep. Jubilee is running the store downstairs alone, since the rain is keeping their customers either in their homes or in the dungeon for now. So she instead sets to work, grabbing the materials from the pantry and then heading to Jubilee’s room first.


    Opening the door, she looks inside the dark room and walks across it to open the curtains in order to let some light inside, in what is likely the first time in a very long time. Looking back behind herself, she realizes that this is the first time she’s seen Jubilee’s room with some light. Fresh tilts her head, realizing that it looks the same as it does when it’s dark.


    Dingy and dirty.


    The bed is unmade and looks like it was tossed and turned in over and over and over again. Fresh frowns, Jubilee never seems to make their bed. Looking down, she looks at the mirror shards that have been laying here this entire time as well, scattered over the floor.


    "How long have these been laying here?" she mumbles to herself. They were here when she arrived. Judging by the thick coating of dust on top of the broken glass, they had been there for longer than that though. She puffs out her cheek. This obviously won’t do anymore. What if Jubilee falls out of bed onto the glass? What if they get up to open the window and step on some?


    Fresh walks back downstairs, grabbing the broom from behind the counter.


    "Jubilee, I’m going to clean your room!" she calls back, halfway up the stairs.


    "You’re what?" Jubilee points at her, stuck in the middle of a sale. "Don’t you dare!"


    Fresh sticks out her tongue and runs up the stairs, knowing that Jubilee is too busy with the customer to stop her. "Bleeeeh~!"


    Running back into their room, she starts sweeping the glass together into a pile. Looking down at it, she looks back towards the broken mirror for a moment. The thought of repairing it comes to her. She could probably just stick the leg of the mirror in the pot and use the spell. But…


    She feels like that would be overstepping her bounds, somehow. Jubilee probably wouldn’t appreciate that. Instead, she simply finishes sweeping the floor. Though, that is easier said than done, as half of the work is picking up old clothes and setting them to the side. The occasional Obol is scattered around the floor as well and she puts them all on top of the dresser, next to the dried flower. If only as a symbolic gesture. She wants Jubilee to know that she saw it. Fresh turns to make the bed. She does however take the effort of changing Jubilee’s bedsheets, grabbing some fresh ones from the messy pile inside of the dresser. She can’t help but wonder if these old sheets had been here even longer than the glass had been, as she throws them, with a grossed-out expression, to the side.


    Her expression widens as she looks down at the mattress below, that is so deeply flecked and stained with dark, rusty stains of old blood from top to bottom, that the top layer of fabric looks disgustingly crunchy.


    "Ewwww! Jubileee~" squeaks Fresh to herself, waving her hands around in disgust and doing an odd dance.


    Fresh composes herself. This is for her friend, she has to be strong for Jubilee. Adventuring is dirty work, after all. So a little blood is to be expected, right? Looking out of the window, Fresh nods to herself and runs back outside, grabbing her bag.


    "Jubilee! I’ll be right back! I’m buying you a new mattress!" Jubilee doesn’t have time to look up and over the counter, before Fresh is already out the door and running through the rain towards the tailor.


    A few minutes later, she’s standing inside of the creepy tailor’s store. She can’t help but notice that she seemed to have scared the mannequins with her sudden barging in, as many of them are stuck frozen, in half-jumping and twitching positions, facing the door in shock. The long, thin man with the strange face nods as he puffs on his pipe and slams his ledger shut, as they finish their conversation.


    "I need it right away, please! It’s uh…"


    The tailor nods. "We know what size your friend’s bed is."


    Fresh smiles in relief and slides the coins across the counter. "Thank you, you’re the best!"


    The tailor nods. "I know."


    


    
      
        
          	
            Bought:


            1 [Double Mattress]{Flower-Fiber and Harpy Feather Blend(Medium Softness)}


            for


            [{600} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    By the time Fresh gets back to the store, she’s drenched from the rain and runs into Jubilee, standing there with crossed arms. "You know? Some people might say that you’ve gone too far. But me? I’m calm. Collected -" Their leather gloves creak as they clench their fists in clear anger.


    "Mm!" says Fresh, agreeing with Jubilee, who clearly wasn’t finished talking and shakes her head to get the wet out of it. She stops, her eyes opening wide as she realizes. "Jubilee!" The girl falls to her knees. "I’m meeeeltiiing~" she calls dramatically.


    Jubilee tilts their head, waving out their hands outward to get the water off of themselves, that she had splashed everywhere.


    Fresh opens an eye, looking to see if Jubilee had fallen for her theatrics. Jubilee just stands there as before, their arms crossed again and their eyes even more annoyed than a second ago. Her scheme has failed. Fresh frowns and sighs, lowering her arms. "Jubileeee~?"


    "Yes?" asks Jubilee, more than annoyed.


    "I’m not going to say I’m sorry, because I’m not." Fresh looks up at Jubilee, her eyes not wavering as she clenches her fists, rising back up to her feet. "Your mattress was gross!" She points at Jubilee with an accusing finger. "GROSS!"


    Jubilee plants their hands on their hips. "What my mattress is, is none of your business. Creep!"


    "Ju-bi-lee~" says Fresh, leaning in with every syllable. "Say ‘what.’"


    Jubilee looks at her, lost and frustrated. "…What?"


    "What?" mimics Fresh, puffing out her cheeks to make a weird face.


    "What?" shrugs Jubilee, annoyed.


    "- Chicken-butt!" Fresh jumps up, running past Jubilee who grabs after her, trying to catch her.


    "Get back here!" yells Jubilee after Fresh and runs after her, chasing her towards the stairs.


    "No!" cries Fresh, yelping as she stumbles forward onto the stairs, as a pair of hands grip her ankle. "Ah! Let go! Don’t eat me! Jubileeeeeee~!"


    Jubilee yells. "As if! I’d rather eat a goblin! You probably taste like wet coins and snail shit!"


    "You’re so mean! Jubileeeeee~!"


    A voice coughs and both of them turn to look at the door where Basil is standing. "Is this a bad time?" asks the priestess nervously.


    Fresh waves, pulling her leg free and standing back up. "Hi, Basil!"


    Jubilee scowls up at Fresh, but relents, given that they aren’t alone anymore. "Hey. So?" asks Jubilee dryly.


    Basil walks forward, looking somewhat haggard, but oddly energetic at the same time. "I’ve spoken to my mother-superior and gotten her blessing to work for you, outside of my hours at the church, instead of going into the dungeon."


    "That’s great!" says Fresh.


    Basil nods, smiling. "If your offer still stands, I’d like to accept it."


    Fresh and Jubilee look to each other and nod, coming to a truce, for now. Jubilee turns back towards Basil. "Great. You’re in, starting right now." Basil lights up, watching as Jubilee raises a finger to point up to Fresh. "Your first job is to heal her brain-damage."


    Fresh clears her throat. "Actually -" She raises a finger, waving it at Jubilee and winks. "As the party-leader, I’ve decided that Jubilee is going to teach you to run the counter."


    Jubilee narrows their eyes. "As if - !"


    Fresh turns around and runs up the stairs, interrupting Jubilee before they can finish. "- I have some work to do, see you in a bit!" The girl runs through the upstairs door, closing it behind herself before Jubilee can stop her. Smiling, having won this time, she goes to finish making Jubilee’s new bed and then sets to work with her original task of making the shutters for both of their rooms.


    Jubilee might be mad at her for invading their privacy, just a little, but she’s willing to make that sacrifice if it helps their overall well being. "Sometimes friends have to be a little mean too," says Fresh, nodding in conflicted-satisfaction, as she looks at the finished shutters and her gaze wanders over to the dried flower on the dresser.


    


    Note for occultists - Walpurgisnacht 

Walpurgisnacht, also known as the Hexennacht (Witch’s Night) is the night that witches are said to gather together and hold a great celebration in preparation for the shift of seasons. Witches gather on the highest peak of the Harz mountain-range and throw a wild party together with the Devil himself. This celebration of the shift of seasons can be found in other contexts as well. For example the 1st of May is was often celebrated all over Europe from Finnland to Rome. This is related to the concept of ’May Day’, which you might have heard before. 

 Walpurgisnacht is held on the same night as Saint Walpurga’s Night, which is a christian celebration of Saint Walpurga that celebrates her canonization. Saint Walpurga was venerated because of her creation of a holy, healing oil. (Remember our Trivia about witches and medicinal home remedies?) Saint Walpurga is celebrated especially for her fighting against both rabies and the whooping cough and ironically, against witchcraft.

 Furthermore, Saint Walpurga is often held to be the very first female author of both England and Germany! Given her extensive writings in Latin.

 Getting back to Walpurgisnacht though, the tradition varies somewhat from country to country but is found in some form all throughout every Germanic country. Have you ever seen the classical depiction of witches dancing around a fire? That’s Walpurgisnacht right there. You might have noticed by now how odd it is that these two holidays with opposite contexts share the same night. Well, in original Germanic esoteric history, Walpurgisnacht finds its its roots in pagan rituals and holidays, stemming from the original beliefs of the Germanic peoples and then intermingling with other concepts such as the May Day.

 After the spread of the christian church, the holiday was swallowed up and twisted around as it was so often done by Christianity in Europe and the meaning shifted from the original proto-Germanic beliefs to one that fit the christian narrative more thoroughly. However, the original holiday has managed to survive and is still celebrated regularly by large percentages of European populations who still carry on the traditions to this day. In fact, likely more so than ’Walpurga’s night’.

  


  Chapter 61: What-what


  
    The day goes by fairly quickly as the three of them work. Fresh finishes her projects upstairs, putting Jubilee’s room in order and then finishing her own work on their shutters. She isn’t sure if these will stop a vampire from coming into the house. But they might slow one down, at the very least. Demons and ghosts she isn’t so sure about either though.


    "Basil?" asks Fresh, after she comes back downstairs, wanting to inquire about such things. Basil looks up to her, clearly on the verge of tears.


    Jubilee snaps up at the priestess. "Hey! Eyes down here! Write it down!" they bark.


    "I did!" says Basil, pointing at a line in the ledger.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "Not like that! Look," they snatch the pen from her. "Here, like this. You gotta write the change and then- Hey! No crying behind the counter!" Jubilee looks around the store. "You’re going to make us look bad."


    Fresh laughs meekly, trying to defuse the situation. "Jubilee, be nice to Basil."


    Jubilee’s head snaps up to Fresh. "I’m just as nice to Basil as I am to you!" Fresh looks at Basil’s quivering lip, realizing that that’s probably true.


    "Basil? How do I keep ghosts and demons out of the house?" asks Fresh, trying to give the frightened priestess some respite.


    Her eyes go wide. "Do you have ghosts in here?" Basil looks around nervously, whispering. "Demons?!"


    "Don’t listen to her," drones Jubilee, scratching in the book. "She’s just overly imaginative and afraid of the dark."


    "No I’m not!" argues Fresh. "Just because the foot-demons haven’t gotten us yet, doesn’t mean that they aren’t going to try!"


    Basil blinks, confused. "…Foot-demons?"


    "Yeah, you know?" Fresh shrugs. "Foot-demons."


    Jubilee shakes their head again. "Like I said, afraid of the dark. One time, she even ran out of her room screaming for me in the middle of the night with a wet spot on her dress."


    "That’s not… entirely true!" pouts Fresh, looking at Basil’s confused face. "You’re making me look bad in front of Basil!" says Fresh.


    "I’m just passing on the truth," says Jubilee, snapping their fingers to get Basil’s attention back to the ledger. Fresh puffs out her cheeks, scowling at Jubilee who isn’t paying her any mind, which makes her even more agitated.


    Seeing that the two of them are busy, Fresh takes care of other things, like carrying the equipment for repairs upstairs and restocking the shelves. Their flow of customers is slow again today, but steady enough. During the middle of the day, Fresh brings the two of them some food from the pantry that Basil takes with much more gratitude and excitement than Jubilee does, given that they don’t eat any of it.


    Eventually, the day comes to an end.


    Jubilee sits at the counter, taking care of the end of day calculations. Basil is sweeping, while Fresh restocks the shelves with things from upstairs. "Good work today, Basil!" says Fresh to the very tired looking priestess.


    "Thank you," replies the exhausted woman, sweeping a pile of dirt together. Her dazed eyes shoot open as she remembers something. "Ah! Here." She digs into the pocket of her robe, pulling out a piece of paper and handing it to Fresh.


    "What’s this?" she asks, taking it from her. This is one of their sheets of paper, but with some symbol drawn onto it. A circle with a series of lines and letters that she doesn’t recognize.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Minor warding-seal

          
        


        
          	
            A blessed seal that prevents haunting energies from entering beyond.


            Weak HOLY energy radiates from this seal.

          
        

      
    


    


    Basil nods with a smile. "It’s a minor warding-seal. Glue it somewhere and it should keep away minor ghosts and spirits from the building." The priestess returns to her sweeping. "I can’t do anything about foot-demons though."


    Fresh looks at the thing, beaming. "Thanks, Basil!" She’s a step closer to securing the store. With this, the ghost threat would be averted.


    "Don’t encourage her," says Jubilee, sighing. "The only ghost here is in her hollow skull." Fresh turns her head away with an indignant ‘hmpf’.


    Not much later, the three of them finish their work and Jubilee gives a wide-eyed Basil her pay for the day. With shaking hands, Basil looks at the one-hundred and fifteen Obols, held in her palms, with wide eyes. The coins jangle as she nervously jitters, suddenly not so tired anymore.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sell Price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Buy Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes (Normal)
          

          	
            27
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            405
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            86
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1634
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers (Normal)
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            196
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            120
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            60
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman (Normal)
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            714
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            70
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords (Normal)
          

          	
            8
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1176
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Services 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            29
          

          	
            ~23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            667
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Purchases
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Mushroom Caps (Orange)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            25
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -125
          
        


        
          	
            Mushroom Caps (Blue)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -294
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth (Small)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            160
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -160
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -40
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            4423
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            1194
          

          	
            3229
          
        


        
          	

          	
            531
          

          	
            221
          

          	
            442
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	
            Basil
          

          	
            Basil Commission
          

          	
            Basil Earnings
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            1557
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            2.00%
          

          	
            115
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            65
          

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    "Go wild," says Jubilee. "But don’t show up tomorrow morning pregnant or with a hang-over."


    "I don’t think she drinks, Jubilee," says Fresh, thinking with a finger to her chin. Jubilee sighs.


    "T- Thank you! I look forward to working with you again tomorrow!" says Basil, lowering her head in a half-bow.


    "Yeah, yeah," Jubilee waves her off indifferently. "Today was a slow day, get some sleep because tomorrow’s probably gonna be a rush again. At least if the weather stops being shit."


    "Good night, Basil!" waves Fresh as the priestess turns to walk out the door, never stopping her staring at the coins in her hands. "Tomorrow we’ll do the counter together!"


    "Good night!" The priestess only barely remembers to call back to them, as she exits together with the sound of jangling metal.


    Fresh sighs with a satisfied feeling in her heart. "I like Basil, she’s nice." The girl turns around, looking at Jubilee who hasn’t answered. They stand there with crossed arms, their boot tapping in agitation against the hardwood floor. Fresh thinks for a moment, looking at her friend’s tight posture. "Are… Are you still mad about the mattress thing?" she asks warily.


    Jubilee narrows their eyes.


    The girl laughs, scratching her cheek, slowly beginning to walk a circle around Jubilee. "Jubilee?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, suspiciously, following her movements carefully.


    "Chicken-butt!" yells Fresh, bursting into a sprint up the stairs.


    Jubilee runs after her, swiping and missing as Fresh bolts away. "Get back here! You creep! Jerk!"


    "Noooo~!"


    The rest of the night passes and soon enough the morning comes. The two of them, having taken care of all the lantern crafting and witch-work after Basil left, now sit downstairs and share their breakfast together. Though Jubilee doesn’t seem to want to talk to her much today.


    Earlier that morning, Fresh had gone to the guild to pay back some more of her debt. Much to her surprise, she realized that she has about enough to pay it off entirely now. But she opts to keep paying it back piece by piece. She has time, and what if they suddenly needed emergency money for something that came up?


    


    
      
        
          	
            Repaid - {1000} Obols] !


            -{ 5998 Obols Remain Due }-

          
        

      
    


    


    Basil eventually shows up after Fresh has made her way back, a little before they open the store and the three of them stand around in a semi-circle together. With wide and well-rested eyes, Basil admires the lanterns, of which they’ve managed to make a few the night before. One sits on the counter as a display piece, the rest are lined up neatly into the shelves, by the daggers and swords.


    "These are really amazing, did you make these?" she asks Fresh.


    "Mm!" nods the girl, satisfied with this most recent praise. "But Jubilee helped me!" she says, looking over at Jubilee, who is still ignoring her. "Today is their first debut, so I hope people like them a lot!"


    "I’m sure they will," assures Basil, eyeing the lanterns curiously.


    Once the store opens, they get a heavy rush of customers right from the start. Fresh grabs Basil’s hand and hastily drags the woman behind the counter, as the crowd pushes itself into the store, diverging in all directions as they split up to get some more potions, to have their equipment repaired or to pick it up, or to look at the weapons on display.


    "Hey, look at that," says an elven man wearing chain-mail, tapping his colleague on the shoulder and bending over to pick up one of the lanterns and spin it around. "I told you they always have weird stuff here."


    The crowd turns, several faces moving away from the potions to look towards the lanterns on the other side of the room.


    "It’s a little heavy, but…"


    "Is that an enchanted lantern?" asks a voice from the crowd.


    "I think so?" chimes in another.


    "In a run-down place like this?" asks a skeptical woman in the front, crossing her arms. Fresh taps her fingers against the counter in agitation, but does her best to keep the smile on her face. Though it is a little strained.


    Jubilee barks out from the stairs. "They’re enchanted lanterns, two-hundred-ninety-nine each. Waterproof and they’ll burn non-stop. So buy something or keep moving! No loitering!"


    That’s all the crowd needs to hear and any skeptics are quickly pushed to the side, as the mass of people shifts and the lanterns start flying off the shelves. Fresh spends the day with Basil, showing her how to work the counter in a somewhat more compassionate manner than Jubilee had done the day before. It’s a lot of work, explaining everything to the priestess and Fresh can’t help but feel like she’s making it harder than it really is, because of her own poor explanations.


    Much to her relief however, Basil seems to be a quick learner and picks up everything fairly easily, despite her blunders. By the time the afternoon rolls around, Basil is able to hold the counter on her own for a few odd minutes at a time, while Fresh runs back and forth, carrying the armor up the stairs. The process of which is made a lot more annoying, because she has to close the door behind herself every time. She can’t help but wonder if this just makes things more suspicious than they would have been without the door.


    She sighs, well, it’s too late now. Fresh looks back up towards the door on the stairs, smiling in at least some small sense of satisfaction, as she sees the anti-ghost sigil glued to it.


    Later than usual, the red-wizard walks in, back in perfect shape apparently, which she makes clear through a series of lively stretches and dramatic poses, showing off her very muscley legs, to which Fresh claps in delight. Basil just looks on unsure, not really understanding what’s happening.


    "I like your new staff!" says Fresh.


    "Thanks!" The red-wizard holds the black-metal staff with a red orb at the top out proudly towards her. "I had it made from the boss-core! It’s given me a huge boost!"


    "That’s great! Will you be going down into the dungeon again today, then?"


    "Yeah! The reset is coming soon, so I want to get a few more floors in!" She waves goodbye, taking her bag of five potions with her as she goes out towards the giant gate, sparing a nervous glance towards the giant man who was standing behind her in line.


    Once the counter is clear, a large, heavily-breathing man in full, dark plate-armor walks up and places a dozen fragments of a bone-sword down onto it. "I need this fixed."


    Fresh looks down at the utterly destroyed sword. "What… what did you do with it?"


    He looks at her through the vertical slits of his helm, a shadowy eye twitching beneath the metal. "I killed monsters," is all that he says. His body heaves with every exhalation, as if the breath pushing out of his lungs were too strong for him to restrain.


    "Oh… Huh." The girl scratches her cheek, laughing meekly at the intimidating figure. "It’ll be done by tomorrow uh…" She looks down towards the sword, trying to remember what Jubilee charged for these. "Thirty Obols, please."


    Without another word, the heavily-breathing man places the coins onto the counter and walks out and away. The floor-boards creak under the weight of his massive body and heavy armor, as if crying for mercy.


    Basil looks at her uncertainly. "Don’t you mind?"


    "Mind what?" asks Fresh, placing the sword bits into a bag, to make carrying it easier.


    "Making dark weapons?" Fresh looks back up at Basil, who goes on. "And that man is clearly from an… unsavory background," says the priestess, watching warily as the giant of a man returns towards the dungeon with no weapons in hand, his metal gauntlets clenched, as if that was all he needed.


    Fresh gets back up, thinking. "Hmm…" She wonders. What would Jubilee say? Jubilee has been avoiding her most of the day, probably because of the mattress thing. Fresh smiles, tapping the coins on the counter. "It’s fine, we got the money." She lifts a finger. "We’re merchants, Basil. It’s our job to sell things. What people do with those things is none of our business," she recites, finishing with a wink to the priestess, who quickly looks away for some reason.

  


  Chapter 62: Progress


  
    The day flies by quickly and an exhausted, but somewhat less troubled, Basil leaves the store for the night. Jubilee and Fresh meanwhile finish up the last of their tasks for the day. The lanterns are all sold out, including the display piece and the shelves are picked clean. The two of them have made a killing today. Though Fresh doesn’t appreciate Jubilee’s calling it that, in light of recent events. By the next day, Jubilee seems to have gotten over their feud, after ‘lecturing’ Fresh on respecting other people’s privacy.


    Before they open, Fresh goes to the guild to pay back more of her debt.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Repaid - {1000} Obols] !


            -{ 4998 Obols Remain Due }-

          
        

      
    


    


    Basil returns, bright-eyed, early in the morning and the three of them set to work. Jubilee and Basil hold down the store, while Fresh retreats upstairs to make more things for their stockpile. Eventually, the man from the thieves’ guild returns to check on their order and then to arrange for the pick-up of the items. Inspecting the arrows and the swords, he seems satisfied and even buys one of their lanterns. From the contract and his purchase, they made well over four-thousand Obols alone and Fresh realizes with some surprise that she now already has noticeably more than enough money to fully pay back her debt to the adventurers’ guild after these last few, very busy, days. It really is no wonder that the merchants in this city were so cut-throat.


    The swords are good and attract a lot of attention, but the lanterns are really drawing in high-profile customers in droves. Apparently some very renowned mid-level adventuring parties even come to browse their items. The low-level bone-weapons are of little use to them. Same with the potions, as they already have access to much better ones, but the lanterns are real eye-catchers and much to Fresh’s delight, they even take the odd glass-chicken or two with them, if only out of novelty.


    The store closes later that night, the shelves are plundered again and Fresh’s back sorely aches from the constant carrying of equipment up and down for repairs, together with her constant fiddling around with metal and wood and glass for her crafting. Once Basil leaves for the night, still as mesmerized by the money in her hands as on her first day here, Fresh looks at Jubilee, who seems fairly satisfied as well.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sell Price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Buy Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes (Normal)
          

          	
            41
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            615
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            101
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1919
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers (Normal)
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            49
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            60
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            255
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            21
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            105
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords (Normal)
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            3381
          
        


        
          	
            Enchanted lanterns
          

          	
            37
          

          	
            299
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            11063
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Services 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            26
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            598
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Purchases
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -200
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -306
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth (Small)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            180
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -180
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -80
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            17279
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            4665
          

          	
            12614
          
        


        
          	

          	
            2073
          

          	
            864
          

          	
            1728
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	
            Basil
          

          	
            Basil Commission
          

          	
            Basil Earnings
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            6307 !
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            2.00%
          

          	
            302
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            252
          

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    "Jubilee! I think I have enough money to pay back my debt to the guild!"


    Jubilee nods at her. "Yeah, we made great time. Spring’s not even over yet, though I guess it’s only a day or two away, till summer officially begins."


    Fresh wonders aloud. "Do we get anything for paying it back?"


    "You get to keep control of your body and soul for yourself, isn’t that enough?" asks Jubilee, shaking their head. "If you really want, you can go buy yourself another shot."


    Fresh ignores their remark and taps her chin. "Jubilee? Are we rich?"


    "Are you stupid?" Jubilee sighs. "Look, I told you, merchants make prime-money. But even we’re probably a little ahead of the big names in town now."


    "Really?"


    "Think about it," says Jubilee. "We save money on everything. We already had a building. Our materials are basically all but free, which means we have just about no costs, apart from time and our percentages." They shrug. "We’re probably making double what the shops down the road are making. Especially since we’re stealing all of their business."


    "Do you think they’re mad?" asks the girl nervously.


    "Oh yeah, they’re furious," says Jubilee, closing the ledger for the night. "When we left the dungeon last time, someone was scoping us out. We’re being watched," they explain, somehow not bothered by that fact. Seeing Fresh’s nervous expression, they add on. "But we’ve been being watched since day one, so don’t let it bother you. It’s just part of the game." They walk over to the chickens and stare at them for a moment, before moving the lowest one an inch to the left. "But no, we’re not rich. Though I guess you could call us upper-middle class now, which is pretty good."


    "Really? If making over two-thousand Obols a day doesn’t make us rich, then what does?" asks Fresh curiously, watching as Jubilee scoots the chicken back a smidge towards the right.


    "Blood," says her friend dryly.


    "Blood?" asks Fresh, not understanding.


    "Noble blood. We’re just dregs. We’re at the top of the shit-heap, but we’re still on the shit-heap," says Jubilee, turning the chicken a few degrees. "Money will buy you just about anything, up to a point. And at that point, you’re done. There’s nothing you can buy that will give you more power than being born to the right blood-line will."


    Fresh thinks about it. Jubilee had mentioned something about nobles before, back when they first started talking about witches. But now that she thinks about it, she’s never seen any of them. Perhaps they didn’t come near the city, or at least this part of it. But that’s fine for her. She likes the dirty, rough and rowdy adventurers more than the concept of some snobby high-born.


    She spends the rest of the night expanding their inventory of bone weapons, as they were quickly becoming a signature ‘look’ for their store. Along with the daggers, the swords and the arrows, Fresh focuses her efforts on making some other popular equipment that she’s seen, with some instruction from Jubilee on the ergonomics of the weapons. Axes, spears and even a shield.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Bone-axe]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-axe](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A large axe hewn out of solid bone. The horrifying weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it.

          
        


        
          	
            +6 DMG


            +2 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.1kg

          

          	
            Durability: 24/24

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Bone-spear]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-spear](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A long spear, hewn out of solid bone. The tip of the light weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it.

          
        


        
          	
            +4 DMG


            +3 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.0kg

          

          	
            Durability: 24/24

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Bone-shield]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-shield](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A large, heavy shield, hewn out of solid bone. The object carries a dark, ominous tinge to it.

          
        


        
          	
            +2 PHYSICAL RESISTANCE


            +3 DARK RESISTANCE


            +1 ICE RESISTANCE

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 1.6kg

          

          	
            Durability: 30/30

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Seeing the shield, impressed, Jubilee looks around the store, realizing something. A moment later they ask Fresh if she sold a shield a few days ago and if so, for how much. Fresh doesn’t really remember, so Jubilee looks through the ledger and then shoots the girl a glare similar to the one from the day before.


    "You goo brain! That was a rare drop!"


    "I’m soooorry~" yells Fresh as Jubilee chases her around the bins on the floor of the store.


    Much to Fresh’s frustration, her crafting and witch-crafting levels seem to have stagnated both at level six, which apparently puts her slightly above average. According to Jubilee, the further road as a craftsman will be a long grind. Though, much to the girl’s delight and much to Jubilee’s as well, she finally manages to make a real soul-potion. One that isn’t considered ‘minor’.


    To commemorate the occasion and to have them stand out from the rest, Fresh sets to work making a special bottle for them. Jubilee’s eyes twitch, as they stare at the small, hollow glass-chicken that is the size of a normal potion, filled with the bright blue liquid and capped with a cork in its open beak.


    "You couldn’t just make a bottle?"


    "Bakaw!" yells Fresh at Jubilee, holding out the chicken-bottle out to face them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Soul-potion]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Soul-potion](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A soul-potion that restores some spiritual energies if drank.


             This potion is glowing with a bright aura.

          
        


        
          	
            + Restores 35% of SOUL


            +5% SOUL Regeneration - 12 Hours


            +10% SOUL - 12 Hours


            + Purges Corrupting Spirits

          
        


        
          	
            Normal


            - No side effects -

          

          	
            180 mL

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    The next day, the store erupts into a cacophony of voices and giddy squeals as their new wares are discovered.


    "What’s with these bottles?"


    "They’re… chickens?"


    "Why?"


    "I don’t like them."


    "I do!" says the muscular dark-elf, who pushes her way through the crowd to grab a fistful of them, bringing them to the counter together with their usual load of orange-mushroom-caps. Setting them down with a wink to a very grateful Fresh, she pays for them and makes a large scene of it as she leave. Fresh wonders, isn’t the woman a fighter? Does she even use soul-points?


    Once the ball starts rolling, the bottles start flying off the shelves and soon enough, word spreads of their new potions.


    Excited casters run into the store, dragging in their bored fighter and warrior companions by their literal hands. Though their attention is quickly diverted to their new range of equipment and Fresh smiles, explaining to Basil how important it is to cater to a broad customer base.


    "If we only sell caster things, then we’ll only get money from casters." She raises a finger. "But if we sell a little of everything, we’ll attract everyone and we’ll always have customers!" Basil nods, understanding and Fresh notices that the woman is wearing small silver earrings, shaped like small stars. "I like your earrings, Basil!"


    Basil fidgets. "I’ve never had spending money before, so… is it gaudy? Maybe I shouldn’t be wearing jewelry as a priestess…"


    Fresh shakes her head, placing her palms to her own cheeks. "You’re a merchant right now, Basil, so it’s important to take care of your appearance! It’s just like the house -" Fresh gestures around the store-area, which has been in a constant state of semi-repair, as there just always seems to be more work for her to do. "- If the store looks like it isn’t taken care of, people will think we don’t put love into our wares!" She raises a finger, lecturing to the woman as if she were a school-teacher. "And if we don’t take care of ourselves, people will also think we don’t have the energy to make our things with love either."


    "Isn’t that a little superficial?" asks Basil.


    "Maybe. But that’s how people are," explains Fresh to Basil, who seems both satisfied and unsatisfied at the same time with that answer, yet somehow also just as surprised that it was Fresh who gave it.


    "You really have a knack for this merchant stuff," remarks the priestess to a beaming Fresh.


    After a few days of this, Basil is able to run the counter entirely on her own and the priestess’ tired, worn out face seems to fill just a little more. As if she were eating and sleeping more, having had some time to grieve and the distraction of her work to keep her mind busy during the day. Apparently from her wages, she was ‘encouraged’ to give twenty-percent to the church, which still left her with far more money each day than she ever had before.


    The red-wizard returns day by day and quickly becomes a familiar face to Basil as well, who initially shares Fresh’s concerns about her health, but is equally scolded by Jubilee just as Fresh was by them back then. The red-wizard seems to be doing fantastic in the dungeon on her own and Fresh can’t help but be impressed that she seemingly is near floor thirty now, entirely by herself. This is further accentuated by the high praise the wizard receives from the unusual source of Jubilee. Apparently, for a single person, going so deep is a very impressive feat. The wizard must be a real power-house.


    "Can I start selling my items here?" asks the red-wizard.


    "Items? Like what?" asks Jubilee. "We already buy your caps."


    The wizard shrugs. "Everything, you guys sell a little of everything, right? So why not buy it? It’s a real pain having to walk around town." The wizard sighs. "Weapons at the forge. Fabric at the tailor. Mushroom-caps to you guys and so on and so on. It would be really convenient if you just… bought everything?"


    "And what would we do with it? We can only process the materials we need for our equipment," asks Jubilee, handing the wizard their bag, refilled with potions.


    "I don’t know? Make more things," suggests the wizard, ogling the new chicken bottles.


    "We’ll look into it, but don’t get your hopes up," replies Jubilee, apparently at least willing to consider the idea, much to Fresh’s surprise.


    Soon enough, a group of men come in to pick up the order for the thieves’ guild and Fresh can’t help but notice Basil’s unease, as she clearly recognizes the hooded figures. Or at least what organization they belong to.


    "We’re merchants, Basil," says Fresh, reminding her and Basil relents, though her posture does remain somewhat stiff until they leave, apparently more than satisfied with their work.


    A cloaked man nods to Jubilee. "We look forward to working with you in the future."


    "Yeah, yeah. As long as you cloaked-fucks pay in advance." The man doesn’t respond, simply loading the last box onto their cart and climbing on, before they ride off down the way.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sell Price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Buy Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes (Normal)
          

          	
            36
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            540
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            60
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1140
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            76
          

          	
            24
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1824
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            30
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            153
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            20
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            100
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers (Normal)
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            147
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords (Normal)
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            3381
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-axes (Normal)
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            149
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2086
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-spears (Normal)
          

          	
            8
          

          	
            119
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            952
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-shields (Normal)
          

          	
            12
          

          	
            199
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2388
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-arrows x32 (Normal)
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            96
          

          	

          	

          	
            864
          
        


        
          	
            Enchanted lanterns
          

          	
            37
          

          	
            299
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            11063
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Services 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            26
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            598
          
        


        
          	
            Delivery, T. Guild
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            4000
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            4000
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Purchases
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            80
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -400
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            73
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -438
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth (Small)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            220
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -220
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -120
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            28088
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            7584
          

          	
            20504
          
        


        
          	

          	
            3371
          

          	
            1404
          

          	
            2809
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	
            Basil
          

          	
            Basil Commission
          

          	
            Basil Earnings
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            10227 !
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            2.00%
          

          	
            460
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            410
          

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    Another day ends and Fresh throws her coins into her bag, which is growing more than heavy, as it is filled with a mountain of clanking metal. She makes a note to go to the guild tomorrow, to finally pay her debt off. Maybe Jubilee will even come with her?


    She smiles, as she goes back downstairs to ask them.

  


  Chapter 63: Repaid


  
    


    
      
        
          	
            Repaid - {4998} Obols] !


            -{ 0 Obols Remain Due }- !


            


            ! *+~- REPAID IN FULL -~+* !

          
        

      
    


    


    The barkeeper nods to them both with an unusual smile, as she takes the coins that they had laid out on the counter. Fresh and Jubilee look at each other, sharing an acknowledging nod between themselves before they walk away and head up the stairs to the cut-off space.


    Fresh looks around the room. "We did it, Jubilee!"


    Jubilee shrugs, walking around. "Sure, but I’m not sure why we did it, honestly," they say. "We never even used this stupid room." They sit down on their usual chair. "It’s really mostly a bargain for adventurers who don’t actually already own a house here. For them it’s a great deal, ten-thousand for your own place?" They lean back. "Even as a low-level adventurer, you’re clearing about a hundred a day in the dungeon. So if you’re frugal, you can pay the guild back in a hundred days, after that you’re in the clear," they explain. "Most parties end up staying here."


    Fresh scratches her head, looking around the empty room of the cut-off space. "Hmm… Well, you know what? It was just the price of our friendship, Jubilee!"


    Jubilee groans. "Shut up."


    The girl thinks, realizing something. "Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?"


    "If it’s not that expensive, why didn’t you just power through the dungeon for a while to pay it off?" The girl rubs her head. "You really scared me when you told me about it back then. I thought we would never make it in time."


    "Well, I could have done that, but what would you have done?"


    Fresh thinks for a while. "Uh…"


    "Exactly. If you want to eat, you gotta work. No free-loading under my roof. Besides, ten-thousand Obols is still a lot of money. Don’t compare it with our current circumstances." Jubilee stares at the ceiling. "We’re just doing good now, but that doesn’t mean we always will. Times change faster than you’d think…" they sigh, sounding almost nostalgic.


    Fresh takes in a deep breath, walking over to sit on the other chair. "Times change… Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?"


    The girl rubs her arm, fidgeting in her seat. "Are we still going to be a party?"


    Jubilee looks at her. "Sure, why wouldn’t we be?"


    "Because you aren’t stuck to me anymore, so…"


    Jubilee tilts their head and sighs. "You’re such a baby." Their gaze returns back up to the ceiling. "We’re starting to make some real money now, so why would we stop after all this work? Goo-brain."


    Fresh looks around the room, feeling somewhat relieved. She thinks she can survive on her own in this world now, more or less. But this is the life that she’s found and she wants to keep it. "We should make this room into a workshop."


    "Huh? We already talked about that. It’s too much leg-work."


    "Not for right now, but…" Fresh looks around, thinking. "If we hire one or two more people. Maybe we can even buy a cart? We can take the stuff from your house to here and I can do my work here, without worrying about Basil or someone seeing me." Fresh fidgets, thinking about the necklace. "Besides, it would be safer, just in case."


    Jubilee thinks for a while, crossing their arms and kicking their feet up onto the table. "It’s an interesting idea, if we want to ramp up our scale a little, but…" They rub their head. "We’d need a cart, someone to drive it. We’d need an anqa and a stall and food for it. Also, we’d need at least one more person to work the store, since Basil can’t do it alone if you’re over here. That’s gonna cost some money." Jubilee fidgets, which Fresh finds unusual to see. "So you want to live over here?"


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at Jubilee curiously, who seems to be avoiding eye-contact with her. The girl smiles, understanding. "No, I’d like to stay with you Jubilee, if that’s okay." Jubilee looks back down from the ceiling towards her. "I’d just do the work here, but I’d still sleep at the store." Fresh clutches her cheeks. "Jubileeee~ Would you get lonely without me?"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "As if. I was just wondering if I would finally have some peace and quiet again." Fresh laughs, seeing their body tension loosen again.


    The two of them make their way back to the store and see Basil waiting outside. But with the cart again. "Ah! Has it been a week already? Hi Basil!"


    Basil looks back at them. "Good morning, I was wondering where you two were."


    "Sorry," says Fresh, jogging towards her. "We went to the guild to pay back our debt."


    Basil nods, smiling. "All of it? That’s very responsible of you, congratulations!"


    Fresh smiles, raising a finger. "We’re responsible people."


    Jubilee shakes their head, making a show of it and the three of them go inside to start loading up the cart. All the while, Fresh can’t help but notice the large bird pulling the cart eyeing her the entire time with a careful, wary gaze.


    "I don’t think he likes me," says Fresh to Basil, somewhat nervously as the anqa narrows its large eyes, watching them load the boxes into the cart.


    Basil sighs. "I’m sorry. He’s really very friendly. I’ve never seen him get so agitated around someone before." They adjust the last box, securing it into the back of the cart. "I’ll bring these to the church and then I’ll be back in half an hour to help you."


    Fresh nods to Basil, who walks inside one last time to give Jubilee the money for the order. Fresh turns to look at the large anqa who watches her carefully. Smiling meekly, she raises a hand to wave to the bird. "Hi, I’m really nice," she says. "I promise."


    *KYIAH!* shouts the giant animal, pulling against its reins and Fresh takes a step back to the door, standing inside of the store and looking fearfully out at the suddenly very aggressive animal. "Pergan! Pergan!" Her eyes open wide as she looks at the anqa. Did it just say something? *KYIAH!* PERCHTA! PERCHTA!" The anqa stamps its claws into the road, kicking up a puff of dirt in agitation as Basil runs back out to calm him down.


    "Easy! Easy," she calls, patting the bird whose body posture loosens a little. Though its gaze never leaves the girl standing inside of the door. Basil apologizes again to her. "I’m sorry, maybe it’s just the inner city that’s making him agitated." Fresh looks at the large anqa, wondering. "Basil? Are anqas from the forest?"


    "The forest?" The priestess thinks. "Well, it’s hard to say, since the east gets sandy the further you go. But there are a lot of forests near the border. It’s possible that a lot of them come from there. Why?"


    "No reason," Fresh shakes her head.


    Basil nods, somewhat confused but gets on the cart to drive away, waving goodbye for now. "See you soon!"


    "Bye, Basil!"


    Fresh retreats back inside, closing the door behind her and sighing, feeling Jubilee’s eyes on her. "Jubileeee~?"


    "What?"


    "What’s a perchta?"


    "A what?" asks Jubilee, looking up to her and shrugging.


    "The bird yelled at me and called me weird things," sighs Fresh.


    Jubilee plants their hands on their hips. "I told you to take the glass-working skill, but nooo~, you wanted to talk to birds," says Jubilee very sarcastically. "I told you they had nothing of value to say. Weird ass made up words. Fucking birds…" Jubilee shakes their head, glaring at the glass-chickens. "Fucking chickens…"


    The girl sighs, relenting as she helps get the last things ready for the day.


    Both of them taking a deep breath, looking at the crowd gathered outside of the window they open the store and watch as the usual rush of people streams in.


    "I have six today," says the red-wizard, setting her red tote-bag down on the counter. Their bags were all yellow now during the spring, but Jubilee had gone out of their way to make the red-wizard a red one. Which Fresh found oddly endearing for Jubilee to have done. It really wasn’t like them at all. Maybe her friend’s hard personality is becoming soft?


    "Moving up in the world, eh?" asks Jubilee, taking her coins and making change as Fresh walks by, carrying a load of repaired armor down from upstairs.


    The red-wizard shakes her head. "I like these normal ones a lot! The minor ones are good, but these taste a little stronger, you know?"


    "Sure," says Jubilee. Fresh isn’t sure if they’ve actually ever tried any of her potions though.


    Customers flow in and out and soon enough Basil arrives, taking over the counter while Jubilee reprimands her for being late, as it was already almost an hour since she left. The priestess apologizes, saying she had to get the anqa to calm down as it was very agitated. Hearing this, Jubilee turns their ire to Fresh, yelling at her for provoking the bird. The girl tries to defend herself, saying she didn’t do anything but stand in the door.


    An hour passes and soon, the giant, heavy-breathing man returns, his black-plate armor covered in blood. "Are you okay?!" asks Basil, seeing him.


    "No bleeding in the store!" snaps Jubilee up at the monster of a man, who looks down to his metal clad hands.


    "It’s not mine," he breathes out heavily.


    Basil sighs, the glow of white-magic leaving her hands. Fresh smiles, noticing that Basil was ready to help the man who she had held in a strange contempt only a few days before. Maybe her lecture on treating everyone as a customer had gotten through to the priestess, or maybe she just looked past her own mental barriers? Either way, Fresh is happy to see Basil coming to life again here a little more, day by day.


    The giant of a man looks over at Fresh, who is walking through the store with a broom and sweeping the floors as the morning crowd had made a mess.


    "I need a sword," he tells her plainly in his heavy, deep voice.


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at the man’s heaving body as he breathes with surprising force. "Didn’t I just repair your sword?"


    "I need a bigger sword," says the ominous man, clenching his fists. Black blood drips out from the sharp joints of his gauntlets.


    Fresh laughs meekly, scratching her cheek. "Uh… I can try to think of something but… uh…" she looks over to Jubilee who takes over.


    "A two-handed greatsword. Custom made. We’ll have it ready and enchanted by tomorrow. Four hundred Obols." They tap the counter. Tomorrow?! Fresh sighs, apparently she’s going to have to stay up late again tonight.


    "Acceptable," is the only thing the giant man says, as he places four silver coins onto the counter, which shakes just from his fist falling onto it. The hulking figure turns around, marching back towards the dungeon again, following the trail of blood back the way he just came from.


    "Is he going back to the dungeon without a weapon?" asks Fresh, looking down at the streaks of blood she’s going to have to wipe off of her freshly swept floors.


    Basil sighs, fidgeting, something clearly bothering her. "Members of the sect are…"


    "- Incredibly violent," finishes Jubilee with an odd lightness to their voice that Fresh can’t help but notice, as her party-member leans over the counter, watching the monstrous figure returning into the dungeon. "They just kill everything. Sword or no sword. He’s probably going to be ripping monsters apart with his bare hands until tomorrow. A real adventurer."


    Basil rubs her head. "I don’t know if I approve, given their… beliefs."


    Jubilee glares up at her, falling back to the chair behind the counter. "No discriminating against customers, you zealot. Besides, they’re a rare breed these days."


    "I’m not a zealot, I was ready to heal him if he was hurt," says Basil, crossing her arms as she looks at the coins on the counter. "But… I just don’t feel comfortable around someone who places their faith in… you know…" the woman lowers her voice as she ends her sentence. "- things like that."


    "Witches?" asks Jubilee dryly, taking the coins.


    Basil flinches together, looking around the store in terror, as if the word were a curse that would hear anyone who heard it.


    Jubilee shrugs. "We take everyone’s money and we don’t ask anything further than that. You can tell the cardinal. If he has a problem, tell him to talk to the merchants’ guild," says Jubilee, shaking their head and throwing the coins into the bowl, sparing only a second’s long glance to Fresh who quickly and quietly returns to her sweeping.

  


  Chapter 64: Back to work


  
    Fresh looks at the mountain of teeth laying in front of her. "Jubilee, I don’t know if there are enough goblins in the dungeon for us to keep this up," says the girl.


    "What do you mean?


    "Well, with all the daggers and the new weapons and now this sword, we’re using hundreds and hundreds of teeth.


    Jubilee shrugs. "Well, we get more every day. But if we run out, then we run out." They wave her off and return to the ledger. "Besides, that just means we can raise the prices for our weapons because of high demand.


    Fresh sighs, looking back down at the pile of teeth in front of her. She doesn’t even really notice how morbid a sight it is anymore. A single dagger takes two dozen teeth, just a single one-handed sword already takes seventy-two and this recipe takes double that amount, if she has the right idea in mind at least. Fresh holds her hands above the literal mound of teeth, trying not to think about how many faces they were pulled out of, and uses her ability, scooting back a bit, since she doesn’t know how large the new sword will be.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Bone-greatsword]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-crafting 7]{Abomination}
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-greatsword](High)

          
        


        
          	
            A massive greatsword. The horrifying weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it.

          
        


        
          	
            +8 DMG


            +4 DARK DMG

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: Wounds caused by this weapon can not be healed by HOLY

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 6.66kg

          

          	
            Durability: 40/40

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Her eyes light up as she sees the new crafting level and the quality of the greatsword that falls down with a loud, heavy thunk which shakes the floor. "Jubilee! Jubilee! Look!" she says proudly, pointing at the giant sword.


    Jubilee looks over the counter and tilts their head. "Fuck. I should have charged him more." They scratch their hood. "That monster is probably down to floor forty by himself. He has the money."


    Fresh looks curiously. "How come so many people go into the dungeon alone?"


    "Huh?" Jubilee looks at her, thinking for a moment. "It’s just that potion drinking kook and that guy, unless you know somebody else," says Jubilee. "Going into the dungeon alone is dangerous. I don’t know why the wizard doesn’t want a party, but…" Jubilee thinks for a moment, before returning to their work.


    "But?" asks Fresh, curious now.


    Jubilee shrugs, but doesn’t look up from the ledger. "The sect is accepted by society, but not by polite society," explains Jubilee. "So they do a lot of stuff on their own. But that’s fine, because they’re… very industrious people, when it comes to killing monsters, at least."


    Fresh scratches her head, thinking about the giant, armored man who seemed to be just a little obsessed with killing things. "I don’t get it? If they like fighting monsters, wouldn’t adventurers and the church love them?"


    "I said killing monsters. They love killing monsters, not fighting them. There’s a difference," says Jubilee.


    "Sure, but…?"


    Jubilee sighs and closes the ledger. "Look, here’s the short version, because there are things you just aren’t supposed to talk about when it’s dark outside." Fresh tilts her head, surprised at Jubilee’s sudden bout of superstition. "The sect follows old traditions."


    "Witches?" asks Fresh, remembering the topic with Basil from before.


    "Witches," says Jubilee. "You know how high-level adventurers in the church can become paladins?"


    "No," says Fresh, shaking her head.


    Jubilee just rolls their eyes and continues. "Well, it’s like that, but the opposite. Members of the sect follow old beliefs. Old gods. Old religions. And witches are basically the bishops of the old world."


    Fresh taps her chin. "So… why do they kill monsters then?"


    "The sect is obsessed with their biggest goal in life, bringing back more witches." Jubilee narrows their eyes, looking at Fresh. "They have a bunch of kooky beliefs and prophecies, but the condensed version is they think that if enough things die, that witches will somehow come back," explains Jubilee. "More than the one or two hidden away in some forest at the ass-end of the world. So they want to make that happen as fast as possible. Turns out, killing hundreds of monsters every day is a lot more efficient than hunting down people, apparently they ‘count’ the same."


    Fresh scratches her head. "I don’t get it."


    "Neither do I, but it’s not our business," says Jubilee. "All you need to know is that they’re obsessed about killing monsters, which means they’re strong as all fuck, because they spend every minute of their lives rampaging." Jubilee points at her. "Don’t talk to him about anything except business. Got it?"


    "Okay," nods Fresh, not really understanding entirely. "Why doesn’t the church go after them if they like witches?"


    "Because there aren’t that many left to begin with and the ones that are around do nothing but kill monsters all day anyways. Besides, they’re all high-level." Jubilee shrugs, heading towards the stairs. "So even the church just lets them be, though they aren’t happy about it. They’d be more trouble to deal with than they’re worth. If a fight broke out between some high-levels in the middle of the city, it would get real ugly, fast."


    Jubilee walks up the stairs and Fresh nods to herself, understanding. Fresh looks around the downstairs area, realizing that she’s sitting alone and she jumps to her feet, running after Jubilee.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sell Price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Buy Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes (Normal)
          

          	
            33
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            495
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            104
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1976
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            76
          

          	
            24
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1824
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            30
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            459
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            24
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            120
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers (Normal)
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            294
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords (Normal)
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            882
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-axes (Normal)
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            149
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2086
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-spears (Normal)
          

          	
            8
          

          	
            119
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            952
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-shields (Normal)
          

          	
            12
          

          	
            199
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            2388
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-arrows x32 (Normal)
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            96
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            864
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-greatsword (High)
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            400
          

          	

          	

          	
            400
          
        


        
          	
            Enchanted lanterns
          

          	
            16
          

          	
            299
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            4784
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Services 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            47
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            1081
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Purchases
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -150
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            41
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -246
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth (Small)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            180
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -180
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -80
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            17979
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            4854
          

          	
            13125
          
        


        
          	

          	
            2157
          

          	
            899
          

          	
            1798
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	
            Basil Salary
          

          	
            Commission
          

          	
            Basil Earnings
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            6562
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            2.00%
          

          	
            312
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            262
          

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    The next day comes and the two of them discuss the logistics of their ‘ramping up’ of the store. They decide to save a little money for now and to just keep working day by day for a while, to let themselves relax a little finally. Once they have a little nest-egg, they’re going to invest in all of the things they spoke about in the guild. But for now, a tiny bit of the quiet life sounds appealing for both of them.


    Fresh sits there, playing with the bottle of ectoplasm again, much to Jubilee’s agitation.


    "Are you ever going to use that?"


    "I am," says the girl, looking at the sloshing liquid. "I just don’t know if it’s a good idea."


    "Huh?" asks Jubilee, apparently surprised by this statement of hers.


    "Well… if ghosts are souls, then… isn’t ectoplasm soul-juice? Wouldn’t it be cruel to make something out of someone?" She tilts the bottle. "Someone human. Or elf. Or orc."


    Jubilee shrugs. "Goblin-teeth, human juice. It’s all the same in the end. They’re dead now, so might as well not waste it." Fresh frowns and the two of them set to work, opening the store for the day.


    An hour later, Fresh approaches Basil. "Basil?" asks the girl, talking to the priestess who is standing behind the counter. "Are ghosts souls?"


    "Ghosts?" asks the priestess, thinking for a moment. "You mean like, from the dungeon?"


    "Yeah," says Fresh, nodding.


    Basil thinks for a moment. "I’m not an expert on the matter, but from what I’ve understood, ghosts are just… leftovers."


    "Leftovers?"


    Basil nods. "When someone dies, their soul moves on. But sometimes there are particularly sticky emotions and feelings that get left behind once a soul leaves to return to the well." The priestess raises the palm of her hand as she explains. "Without the core soul to guide them, those leftover emotions become feral and lash out," she says. "That’s what ghosts are, as far as I know. But…" her expression shifts to one that appears somewhat uncomfortable. "The exorcists would know more about that than me. I’m just a simple healer."


    Fresh nods, sure that she half understands at least. "Thanks, Basil!"


    "Why are you always so worried about ghosts? If you don’t mind me asking," asks the priestess curiously.


    Fresh thinks, scratching her cheek at the odd question. "Why aren’t you worried about ghosts? They could be here, right now, Basil." Fresh looks over her shoulder, out into the store. But there isn’t a ghost anywhere to be seen. Obviously. The only thing to be seen are the few customers, browsing the store and Jubilee, who is standing in front of the chickens, adjusting them.


    Later that day, after business has ramped up, Fresh finds herself running back and forth in a hurry to carry all of their repairs upstairs. As she runs up the stairs for the ninth time today, carrying another load of armor, she wonders if this is how the red-wizard feels when she is running in a circle around the enemies in the dungeon for hours. Fresh sighs and drops off the equipment. Coming back down, she can’t help but notice the giant, black-plate armored man standing in the middle of the line, his chest heaving with each monstrous breath that seems to shake the very nervous person in front of him. He seems oddly out of place there, his hulking frame dwarfing the nervous adventurers in front and behind him. Fresh can’t help but notice how accustomed she’s gotten to all of the clothes people wear here. She doesn’t even think twice about the bright, colorful armors they all wear anymore. But since everyone here wears such bright things, somehow the dark-cobalt armor of the man is more noticeable than any of the vibrant hues.


    Looking down at her own black robe, she sighs. She has the money, she really should buy herself some more clothes. Sure, she hand-washes her robe from time to time, but… maybe it is kind of gross, only having one outfit? Well, she also has her old dress. But ever since she had gotten something more obscuring, she hasn’t had the self-confidence to wear that old thing again.


    She hopes Jubilee hasn’t been judging her for it. Her party-member always wears the same manner of outfit, an obscuring cloak with their mask. But she’s surprised how often Jubilee switches the colors of their equipment, just about every day actually. To her, Jubilee seems like a moody type who would only ever wear black, yet there they were, downstairs yelling at a frantically working Basil, wearing their bright-green outfit that she had seen them in on her very first day here.


    Her eyes catch Basil and her white-robe, which is very well maintained and clean, yet she can’t help but notice that the cuff of it, down around the priestess’ ankles is somewhat dirty.


    Looking back down the stairs to the crowd, she looks at the other priests and priestesses in line. All of them share the same markings. Dirt, dust and a little muck stains the bottom fringes of their white robes. She smiles, having decided on what to do with the ectoplasm.


    The member of the sect approaches the counter and an oddly twitchy Jubilee and an expectedly twitchy Basil lift the greatsword together out onto it. The giant man clasps it with his dark-metal gauntlets, lifting the blade up to inspect it. His heavy breathing grows just a little stronger, as his shadowy eyes, hardly visible only through the vertical slits of his helmet, shine just a little as they run over the giant bone-sword that is almost as large as he is.


    "This is," he looks at the macabre bone-work running along the handle, the crowd behind him shifts back a few steps as does Basil, as he gazes over the massive sword which he holds in a single hand, his eyes sparing no notice to anything other than it. "- pleasing." He nods to Jubilee and then looks up towards the girl in black, still standing on the stairs, before walking out of the shop without another word, heading straight towards the dungeon.


    A sharp voice rings out. "Okay! Keep it moving, show’s over!" yells Jubilee at the crowd, none of whom have dared to step forward towards the counter, to stand in the spot where the ominous man was just a moment ago. As if his great shadow was still lingering there. They jab their elbow into Basil’s side. "Get back to work, you fanatic!"


    "I’m not a fanatic!" argues Basil, receiving only a glare in response, as Jubilee leaves the counter, apparently having stayed there only for that.


    They look up towards Fresh. "That goes for you too."


    "Ah!" Fresh breaks free from her day-dreaming and runs down the stairs, grabbing the next load of armor from behind the counter.

  


  Chapter 65: Hunter's moon


  
    Fresh looks at the ectoplasm and then down towards the bundle of spring-green slime that she had asked Basil to buy for her. It’s some goo from slimes, which are apparently common enemies just past the graveyard floors, down in the dungeon. Popping the corks off of both of the small bottles, she pours the contents together into a pot, watching as the two liquids separate. The surprisingly fatty ectoplasm floats on top and the dense, somewhat acidic goo sinks to the bottom. Picking up her grimoire and her ritual-knife, she flips through the pages, her hand instinctively going to the recipes section.


    Looking over the damp, half-smeared page, she nods, satisfied and closes the grimoire again. Picking up the last ingredient, a still unburnt fern, she rips the wet plant apart, dropping coarse bits of it into the pot before she then stirs it with the ritual-knife, her athame. The concoction swirls, mixing together for a moment and she pulls her knife back out, tapping it against the rim to get the droplets off and watching as the small whirlpool in the pot slows. The different liquids already begin to separate again. Setting the knife down, she holds her hands out over the pot and closes her eyes, focusing her energy on her ability.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-crafting: Purification Tincture]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Purification Tincture](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            When applied to wet fabrics, any dirt, smears or grime is bound to the mixture and can be safely washed off. The mildly acidic properties of the mixture will turn any fabric a clean white.

          
        


        
          	
            Warning: Only for use on white-fabrics. Any dyes will be washed out as well!

          
        


        
          	
             ☠ Poison ☠


            


            If Drunk:


            - 2% Chance of death


            - Drains 40 HEALTH points


            - Drains 20 SOUL points


            - Causes {unknown} status

          
        


        
          	
            Normal


            - No side effects -

          

          	
            250 mL

          

          	
            Value: ??

          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, she looks at the surprisingly fragrant mixture and carefully fills it into some special bottles that she had prepared beforehand. Unwieldy glass squares with labels, that she went out of her way to paint skulls on, just to be sure that people wouldn’t grab these by mistake. She ponders. They should probably keep these behind the counter, just in case. It's basically this world's equivalent of bleach; useful, but dangerous. Happy with the new product however, she begins filling the bottles, making a mental note to give some to Basil to bring back to the church.


    Surely they would appreciate such an item and the more they did for the church, the more protection from the church they themselves would receive. Sure, they had the adventurers’ guild behind them, sort of and they had the merchants’ guild behind them, sort of and they even had the church behind them, sort of. But…


    Fresh shakes her head, filling the next bottle.


    ‘Sort of’ isn’t good enough. They need them all behind them, entirely, if she ever wants the two of them to be safe. Really and truly safe. It’s still a good product, even for non-adventuring types, but this is more a strategic decision than a business one, in her eyes.


    Finishing that, she yawns and looks out the window, towards the large, bright moon shining outside with a rusty orange shine. She tilts her head. "Orange…?"


    Getting up, Fresh walks over to the window, pushing the shutters and the curtains aside, to look at the large, full, orange moon hanging low in the sky. "Huh?" Fresh grabs her grimoire, flipping through the damp pages until she reaches the section on moonwater again.


    "Types of moonlight… During late summer, the moon can shift into a ‘hunter’s moon’, otherwise known as the ‘harvest-moon," her finger scans along the page, smearing a line of wet ink. "During these phases it shines with a dull, orange light."


    She looks back up. It’s just the end of spring though?


    An impatient finger taps the next line of the book and she looks back down towards it. "When the moon hangs particularly low, it may turn orange as well, despite being out of season. Though this is not a true hunter’s moon." She nods, that makes sense. "The hunter’s moon offers a particularly potent spiritual con.. Conva… convalescence…" she tilts her head, not sure what that means. "- and is an optimal time for night-work for -" The next line is smeared out. "- Is when they hunt."


    She shrugs, not knowing what that means either. "Effects on moonwater: The light of the hunter’s moon imbues strong healing properties. Fake hunter’s moons offer similar, but weaker effects."


    Healing properties? She closes the book. "That sounds interesting." Setting her stuff down, she runs outside to gather a pot and some water to make a new batch of moonwater.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Fake Harvest-Moonwater](Unique)
          
        


        
          	
            Phase: Full


            Medium: Water


            Strength: 50%

          
        


        
          	
            Harvest-Moonwater has highly physically restorative and purifying properties and can be used in a variety of ways. From crafting to armor smithing to cooking, harvest-moonwater can be added to any recipe that needs water and will imbue its mystical properties.

          
        


        
          	
            Warning: Drinking unprocessed harvest-moonwater can lead to disastrous consequences if not of the same title as the witch. Please read section two on processing moonwater.

          
        


        
          	
            If drank:


            +5% Stamina


            +3% STAMINA Regeneration, every two minutes - 12 Hours


            + Removes draining spirits (50%)

          
        


        
          	
            Normal


            - No side effects -

          

          	
            250 mL

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh smiles, looking at this new concoction. This might just be exactly what she needs. Plundering their pantry and searching through her grimoire, she finds the recipe that she’s been looking for and makes a note to buy the ingredients tomorrow, so that she can make stamina-potions. Satisfied, she sets to work, filling a bunch of new containers with more of the pseudo-moonwater.


    Soon enough, the next day comes and the girl sleepily makes her way downstairs, greeting Jubilee, who is already getting things ready, as she overslept a little. Fresh apologizes, telling Jubilee about her having stayed up late and shows her the new cleaning product.


    Jubilee inspects the bottle. "You’re making poison now? Are you stupid?"


    "It’s not poison! It’s to clean clothes with!"


    Jubilee turns the bottle around, showing the skull that she herself drew to her. Fresh crosses her arms. "It’s poisonous, but it’s not poison."


    "That doesn’t make any sense," says Jubilee.


    "I wanted to give it to Basil," says Fresh.


    Jubilee looks at her curiously. "You want to poison Basil? That’s pretty dramatic."


    "No! Jubileeeee~! You aren’t listening," says Fresh. "It’s for white-clothes! You wash them with it and they become white again," she says, pursing her lips.


    "Huh…" says Jubilee, opening the item’s window to inspect it. "Yeah, actually, this could be good." They nod, relenting. "White is an unfortunate color to wear while adventuring, but the church insists on it." They think, looking at the bottle. "What did this cost?" Fresh goes over the details with Jubilee who nods, thinking. "Okay, we might be able to do something with this after all. For those materials… let’s do thirty-nine."


    "That’s a lot!" argues Fresh. The ingredients hadn’t cost even close to half that much.


    "We’re trying to run a business here, not a charity," snaps Jubilee.


    "I wanted to make it so that the church will like us more," argues Fresh. "That won’t work if we’re ripping them off, Jubilee," she says, crossing her arms.


    "Okay, then we’ll charge thirty-nine for normal people and twenty-nine for priests."


    Fresh opens an eye to look at Jubilee, considering it. She nods. "Okay! But I want to give Basil some for free."


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "She’s not going to fall for you, no matter how much stuff you give her."


    "That’s not what I’m trying to do, Jubilee!" protests Fresh, clenching her fists. The door opens and they turn around to see Basil walking in, as if summoned. "Hi, Basil!" says Fresh, grabbing the bottle from Jubilee. "I made this for you!" she exclaims, holding it out towards Basil.


    "Good morni -" Basil looks up to the bottle of white-liquid with a prominent skull drawn on it, facing towards her and then back up to the smiling girl. Fresh opens her eyes, feeling the awkward silence and she goes on to explain. "It’s not poison!"


    After explaining, Basil carefully, but gratefully, takes the bottle, promising that she’ll try it out. "Maybe… you need to work on the label a little?" suggest the priestess.


    Fresh looks at her then back down to the skull on the bottle. "You think so?" She sighs. "Jubilee doesn’t like it either." Her shoulders droop and her head hangs low.


    "Sure don’t," says Jubilee dryly from back behind the counter.


    A hand pats her on the back and she looks up in surprise. Basil goes on. "You can do it, you're very talented," reassures the priestess with a nod, squeezing her shoulder once before turning to walk towards the counter to help get things ready for the day. Fresh tilts her head, realizing that this was the first time the priestess had touched her. It’s been over a week now, which isn’t a long time. But this has been a very turbulent time for the likely still grieving Basil as well, realizes Fresh. She looks back towards the skull, now sitting on the counter. Its laughing smile shines at her, as if it knows something that she doesn’t.


    Fresh narrows her eyes, staring at the hollow face on the bottle that gazes back at her.


    She doesn’t like it anymore either.

  


  Chapter 66: Ju-Basil-eeee~


  
    "Basil! What’s it like to be a priestess?" asks Fresh excitedly, walking past behind the counter on her way to collect another load of armor to bring upstairs.


    Basil thinks for a moment, before answering with a smile. "It’s a lot of work, but it’s very rewarding," says the priestess.


    Fresh tilts her head, speaking without thinking. "Weren’t you broke, though?"


    Basil flinches, twitching together at the question that stabbed straight into her heart. "I… I don’t mean financially rewarding," she adds with a somewhat strained smile. "Healers are generally treated very kindly in adventuring parties."


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Then how come -"


    Jubilee clears their throat, interrupting her. "Stop bullying the employees!" snaps Jubilee without a hint of sarcasm in their voice.


    "Huh?!" Fresh puffs out her cheek. "I’m not bullying Basil! I really wanted to know!"


    "Get back to work, you goo-brain!" barks Jubilee and Fresh sticks out her tongue, grabbing another load of armor and carrying it upstairs, keeping her tongue outstretched towards Jubilee the entire time. Even after she goes upstairs and is out of sight. Simply out of principle.


    A few minutes later, having arranged everything, she comes back down, her tongue back inside of her mouth. "Basil?" asks the girl.


    "Yes?" asks Basil, looking over towards her from behind the counter.


    "Where does magic come from?"


    "Magic?" Basil thinks for a moment, she raises a finger, explaining. "From your soul-points, which were granted to you from birth, by the divine."


    Fresh thinks for a moment, stepping down to stand next to the counter. "So what are soul-points?"


    Basil shifts her hands as she explains. "They’re a representation of the energy inside of your soul."


    "So I have a soul?" asks Fresh, philosophizing.


    "Of course," affirms Basil. "Otherwise you wouldn’t have soul-points," says Basil with a smile. "Would you like me t -"


    "Get back to work, you slackers!" yells Jubilee at both of them. Basil jumps back upright, returning to the counter. Having nothing to do, she shuffles through the ledger to at least appear to be busy. Jubilee turns their gaze back towards Fresh, who sticks her tongue back out at them again a second time. She grabs another load of armor and walks up the stairs, looking at the anti-ghost sigil on the door as she passes it.


    "Having soul-points means you have a soul, huh?" mutters the girl to herself as she returns to her room.


    Five minutes later, she comes back down again. "Basil?" asks Fresh, thinking.


    Basil turns towards her uneasily, perhaps hesitant about being yelled at again. "…Yes?"


    "If monsters sometimes come out of the dungeon, why doesn’t the church have people outside watching it at night?"


    Basil fidgets nervously, not averting her eyes, but clearly wanting to. As her head turns an inch to the side, as if she were in the process of starting to look away but never quite managed to finish.


    "The only thing that needs to be watched at night is you," says Jubilee from across the store, breaking the tense silence. "Don’t you have anything better to do?" they ask. "If you’re bored, go to town or something and buy some more materials. Or fix the walls up or whatever."


    Fresh sighs, going back upstairs to get her bag to take with her.


    Coming back down, she wonders about something else however. "…Basil?" The priestess nervously looks up towards Fresh, who has her finger on her chin, staring up towards the ceiling. Fresh looks over, checking to see if Jubilee is busy right now. Seeing them arguing with a customer, she turns back to Basil. "What’s your favorite color?"


    Basil tilts her head, surprised by the rather simple question this time. "Hmm… if I had to say, I guess it would be orange."


    "Orange?" asks Fresh.


    Basil nods. "A lot of nice things are orange, no matter what season it is. You know? The colorful cakes in spring and there are exotic fruits in summer -" The priestess goes on, gesturing with her hands as she explains, apparently very excited. "- In autumn you have fresh breads and pies and then in winter, a nice, warm orange fire to cook heavy stews over." She nods, as if reaffirming all of these statements for herself. "That’s why orange is my favorite color."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, somewhat taken aback at the specifics of the priestess’ explanation. "You’ve really thought about this a lot, Basil."


    Basil laughs quietly, waving her off with an idle hand. "When you spend as many hours as I have cleaning and doing chores in the church, you have a lot of time to think about these things," says the priestess, grabbing her stomach out of instinct, as if to keep it quiet.


    "You sure have a lot of time to think right now," says an agitated voice next to them. Basil pulls together in a jolt, clears her throat and faces back towards the open ledger, even if there are no customers.


    "Ju-bi-leeeee~!" protests Fresh. "There’s nothing going on, don’t be a jerk!"


    "I’m not being a jerk!" argues Jubilee. "We’re trying to run a business here, so -" they shoo her away. "Go do something productive." Jubilee points at Basil. "That’s why we hired someone in the first place, so you could get more work done. Not so you could have someone to gossip with!"


    Fresh crosses her arms. "I want to talk to Basil though! So I will if I want to! Right, Basil? You want to talk too, right?" Fresh turns towards Basil, who looks somewhat troubled. Jubilee glares up at the priestess who had opened her mouth to speak and she quickly closes it again. Fresh clenches her fists and leans in towards the priestess who looks back at her with scared eyes. "Basil! Tell Jubilee!"


    Jubilee glares at them. "Yeah Basil, tell me." Basil nervously fidgets, unsure what to do.


    "Basil!" cries Fresh.


    The leather of Jubilee’s gloves creaks as they clench their fists. "Basil."


    The priestess’ head turns back and forth as the two argue for her. She sighs, relenting, her shoulders drooping as she has come to a choice.


    Fresh pouts, puffing out her cheeks as she walks down the main street of the city alone, towards the central plaza. Basil had chosen Jubilee, though Fresh can’t help but feel like it was only because the priestess is afraid of her friend. She sighs, releasing the tension in her own body as she walks. She supposes Jubilee can be a really scary person, if you don’t know them well. Though her friend wasn’t entirely wrong about the reasons for them having hired someone, she still wants to talk to the priestess, to get to know her better. Jubilee seemed to have some issue with that, though Fresh supposes she understands why. Given Jubilee’s reluctance to invite the priestess into the business to begin with.


    The girl scratches the back of her head, looking down the alley to Donata’s store as she passes it by.


    The old building sits hauntingly empty and vacant on the end of the way. Walking down towards it, she looks in through the dusty windows. Everything is gone. The potions, the shelves, the cases that were full of strange ingredients. The whole building is simply an empty shell. She hopes the plants were taken out by someone who will water them but… she isn’t optimistic about it, as she goes back down the way towards the general store.


    She has a little money now, so she wants to get some more materials for her renovations and an actual cauldron for the armor repairs. It’s a little cliché, perhaps; a witch with a cauldron. But the tiny pot is dangerous to repair things in. She had almost knocked it over several times and if she did, she’d have to wait until the next moonless night to make a new one. They could lose up to two weeks of repair-work in the worst case, that would be a disaster.


    She enters the general store and talks to the man about cauldrons, eventually deciding on one.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Bought: 1 [Iron Cauldron]{50L}(Normal)


            for


            [{600} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    Waving goodbye to the man from the small store, she goes over to the tailor’s and stands in front of the door. Even now, she needs to muster her courage a little before opening the door and stepping inside of the odd store.


    The many mannequins, perhaps now somewhat familiar with her, stand as time-frozen as ever. While their posture is a little looser than last time, she can’t help but notice how guarded and wary many of them still seem to be. Approaching the counter, she greets the strange, lanky man, as he comes out and discusses how she wants a few rugs for the upstairs part of the store and to ask what he recommends. In the end, she opts for one large one for each of their rooms and a long, thinner one for the upstairs corridor. She realizes that they need new curtains too, because the old ones are ghastly. But she opts to make those herself.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Bought: 2 [Rug (200x290cm)] for [{250} Obols] !


            Bought: 1 [Rug (120x290cm)] for [{200} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    The tall man nods to her as she leaves, promising that they will be delivered by the time she is back. The decision of the color, she had left up to him, as the girl is growing to trust the odd tailor’s judgment on such matters. She had also asked him about some new clothes for herself and he had said to come back in a week, he would have something by then.


    Passing by some stalls, she stops, looking at the colorful arrays of fruits lining the rows. She tilts her head, realizing something as she looks around the busy plaza, her eyes rising up to the trees, where she hears something else in the air. A lazy buzzing, like that of cicadas, mixes in with the whistling of the birds.


    "It’s summer," she says to herself, realizing suddenly how much time had passed. Smiling, she buys a large basket of mixed fruits for them to share from one of the stalls. Carrying it under her arm, she beams as she walks through the sunlight, heading back to her home, expertly maneuvering her way through the busy crowds of adventurers. Maybe Jubilee would be less cranky if they got some vitamins? They had been eating nothing but street food and dried provisions for so long now. Fresh quietly wishes that they had a kitchen to prepare real food in. But until Jubilee finally opens up a little, literally, and lets them use the other rooms, she would just have to make do like this.


    Summer, huh? They would have to change out the color of their bags, away from the spring-yellow tone. Maybe orange? She looks down at the basket, double checking that there are enough orange fruits for her to give Basil. There are. "I wonder what Jubilee's favorite color is?"


    Entering their store, she looks at Jubilee, who is lecturing Basil about something else now. "Jubileee~?" asks Fresh and the two of them turn to look over to her. One in relief and one in annoyance. "What’s your favorite color?"


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Oh, sure. Now you ask me."


    "Mm!" She stops for a moment, placing a hand to cover her gasping mouth as she suddenly realizes a possible explanation for her friend’s snarkiness today. "Wait, Jubilee! Are you jealous that I was talking to Basil?"


    Her friend puts their hands on their hips. "The only thing I’m jealous of is how much free time you apparently seem to have!"


    Fresh tilts her head, lifting the basket to display it. "I got fruit for us to share, Jubilee!"


    Jubilee shrugs. "Good idea. Maybe something healthy will help cure your goo-brain."


    Fresh narrows her gaze. "Maybe something healthy will help your goo-brain!" pouts the girl, mimicking her friend and walking in to set the basket down onto the counter. "Here, feel free to take some too, Basil!" smiles the girl to the priestess, whose eyes light up.


    "No eating behind the counter during work hours!" says Jubilee to Basil, who was already reaching for one of the long, orange fruits


    Fresh wags her finger in the air. "As party-leader, I explicitly allow eating behind the counter!" She crosses her arms. "In fact. I expect it."


    Basil looks to Jubilee and then back up to Fresh and then back to the basket. The priestess makes her choice and rubs the piece of orange fruit onto her robe, before taking a large bite out of it. Fresh flashes a smug, victorious smile to Jubilee who just sighs, shaking their head.

  


  Chapter 67: Three


  
    Fresh stands outside, just next to the dungeon-gate. But her eyes don’t look towards the dungeon, rather she scans the ring of houses around the plaza, looking for what it is that’s bothering her. It’s the middle of the night. The rest of the last day was quiet and uneventful, but she was happy that Jubilee relented and the two of them shared what was left of the fruits for dinner. Basil had taken a few for herself, on top of the ones she ate during her shift. Apparently, the priestess has a real thing for food.


    But that’s not what’s important right now to her.


    No, what’s important now is… this… Figuring out what it is that’s bugging her. Fresh crosses her arms, feeling a cool night-wind on her clammy skin as she stares at the ring of multi-storied, timber-frame houses which line the inner edge of the dungeon plaza. Tilting her head, she lifts an arm and points a finger at Jubilee’s house, her gaze resting on the front door as she counts from the ground up.


    "One." That’s the store. "Two." She lifts her arm. That’s where their rooms are. Her arm lifts one floor higher however. "Three?"


    She lowers her arm again, scratching her cheek as she thinks. Three? Looking at the run-down house, she realizes that it’s like all of the others around here and has three floors. But… she hasn’t even seen any other stairs. She tilts her head the other way, as if shifting her perspective would cause everything to make sense at once.


    It doesn’t.


    The house had always looked like this, she’s sure of that. But somehow she just never really paid it any mind. Kind of like how she ‘saw’ her inventory for the longest time, but didn’t. She tilts her head back the other way. "No, still three." She sighs.


    Having two rooms locked off to her is bad enough, though she really doesn’t even look at the handles of the doors anymore. But a whole floor? She tilts her head back the other way again, supposing there’s probably a staircase behind one of the closed doors. Fresh shakes her head, determined to ask Jubilee about it tomorrow. No matter how scary her friend can be sometimes.


    Hoisting her bag onto her shoulder, she turns towards the dungeon. First of all, there is something more important to do. Mr. Mushroom should have respawned by now and there are things she wants to talk to him about.


    Stepping through the blue fog, she enters inside and heads down the stairs. Reaching the bottom, she carefully bends down and looks at the familiar hole in the wall, the cursed-dagger in one hand, just in case. "Excuse me?" she asks, not sure how her new ability works.
Something stirs in the darkness in the back of the hole.


    "Sorry. Mr. Mushroom? Are you awake?" whispers the girl, leaning in towards the hole with her hand next to her mouth.


    "Nyaaaah?" calls out a sleepy voice, as she sees something wet blink, the pupils glistening in the darkness of the back of the hole. Two moist eyes open wide, the firelight of the torches outside reflecting off of them as they bring her into focus. The mushroom narrows its eyes in agitation and Fresh flinches, feeling its cool gaze.


    "Nyah!" yells the mushroom in anger, seeing her once again.


    Fresh raises her hands, waving to the thing that is approaching. "Wait! I just want to talk! I don’t want to fight today," she says nervously.


    "Nyaaaah?" asks Mr. Mushroom, who doesn’t loosen his suspicious gaze, but slowly crawls out towards the entrance.


    The girl nods, answering his question. "Nyah."


    "Nyah?" asks Mr. Mushroom.


    Fresh nods enthusiastically. "Nyah!"


    Mr. Mushroom grumbles, but relents with a loud yawn, apparently convinced by her arguments. But he’s still sour because she woke him up in the middle of the night. He asks her to get to the point, so he can go back to sleep.


    "Nyah, Nyah?" asks Fresh.


    Mr. Mushroom thinks for a second and then nods. "Nyah." But then adds on at the end a particularly cold statement. "Nyah."
"Nyaaah," says Fresh, laughing uneasily and tapping her chin as she thinks.


    Mr. Mushroom yawns again and slowly crawls back into his hole. Remembering her manners, Fresh reaches into her bag and pulls out a piece of fruit, sliding it towards him and nodding. "Thank you, Mr. Mushroom!"


    Mr. Mushroom nods, biting the red fruit to drag it back into the darkness, willing to compromise with her this time. If only because he is tired.
Fresh thinks, looking around the dungeon as she ponders the answer he gave her and its implications. Apparently, he remembers her. Sort of. He remembers that he killed her and he remembers that she killed him. Twice now. Apparently, the fact that both of them are still here despite that doesn’t really bother him. Or he simply isn’t able to process the logistics of it. Fresh can’t help but think that his phrasing seemed rather… primitive.


    Despite that, he had made a rather threatening promise to her that next time, he would even things out. The girl sighs. "Everyone is so cut-throat in this world." She turns around to go back upstairs, not having entirely given up on her secret hopes of becoming friends with Mr. Mushroom. Maybe even the snails? She ponders, heading up towards the blue fog. Maybe even the boss? Did the flower count as low-level?


    She sighs. Jubilee would never forgive her if she went into a boss arena alone though. Even if she can respawn, she’s thankful that she hasn’t had to since then. "Do chickens count as forest monsters?" she wonders aloud, before shrugging and heading back outside.


    After returning back inside of the store, Fresh looks around, curious now. Walking up the stairs, past the pantry, she looks at the closed doors that she had never tried to open. Fresh wonders what could be behind them. For this entire time, she had kept it out of her mind. So much so, that she didn’t even notice the doors anymore every day when she walked past them to and from her room. The girl leans back against the wall, next to the corridor window as she looks at the dusty door handles.


    What could be in the rooms that Jubilee doesn’t want her to see?


    Her eyes wander down the old hallway of the house, down along the length of the new taupe colored rug that lines the corridor. This place had been so spooky and surreal when she first saw it, like it was frozen in time. Dust and shadows covered everything. But now, through a lot of her own time and effort, it was slowly coming to life again, together with its owner. Sometimes everyone just needs a friend, she supposes, looking back towards the lonely looking doors.


    "It was a group investment, huh?" she mumbles, remembering Jubilee’s words when she first came here. Did Jubilee have a party before she had arrived? What happened to them? Jubilee is really strong, so they must have gone deep into the dungeon. Were these their rooms, perhaps? That seems like the obvious conclusion. Jubilee had let her have the one room as her own, but it was entirely empty when she entered it. She purses her lips and looks back to the closed doors.


    She wants to look. But she doesn’t. It’s none of her business. Fresh shakes her head and walks away. "I promised Jubilee I wouldn’t go into them," she tells herself, looking up to the ceiling above herself curiously.


    Fresh stops. She promised Jubilee she wouldn’t go into the locked rooms here in the corridor.


    A smile grows on her face as she heads back towards the pantry, an idea coming to her. Perhaps a bad idea, but an idea nonetheless. Opening the door and quietly closing it behind herself, she steps into the pantry that is illuminated by the many potions lining the shelves. Walking towards the barrel in the back, the girl climbs up on top of it and runs her fingers along the boards of the ceiling above her head, checking for one that might be a little loose.


    Sure enough, she finds one and pushes it to the side.


    She had promised Jubilee that she wouldn’t go into the rooms in the corridor. But she never said anything about an upstairs area. Is that a twisting of words? Perhaps. But her curiosity has overtaken her sense of morals now, addled by her tired mind that should have been in bed hours ago. Somehow though, ever since she had gotten her class, she finds herself awake more and more often at night.


    The lack of sleep still bothers her, but somehow… It feels nice at the same time. The tiredness under her eyes when the morning sun came to rise, the cool, cold, clamminess on her skin when she feels the morning dew coat her body when she opens the windows wide to air out the house. The exhaustion numbs her inhibitions, letting her talk to her friend easier with less fear and angst.
She pushes a second board to the side and looks into the little hollow space between the floors.


    Maybe it’s just like back then though, when she was laying in her bed on the last night of her old life. Maybe it’s like when that cold feeling came to her and she embraced it in an act of minor-self harm. She shakes her head, realizing that she had promised herself to put that part of her life behind her. But…


    Her eyes lock up towards the gap in the ceiling and she reaches up through the hollow space, pushing against the next boards above. Pushing against the floorboards of the third floor. They budge, revealing an empty space above.
Too curious to stop now, she grabs a lantern and lifts it up on the tips of her toes to set it down above herself. Straining herself, kicking against the wall, Fresh flails and struggles as she steps onto a shelf against the wall by the barrel and pushes herself up and into the dark room, entering into the third floor.

  


  Chapter 68: As above


  
    Midnight moonlight shines in through the caked, dust painted windows. The dull glow barely manages to creep inside of the room, intermingling with the light of the lantern that Fresh has dulled by half, closing the shutters on the small device. She holds it up above her head, shining it around the room and wiggling her nose, doing her best not to sneeze. Her presence here seems to have disturbed the long since sleeping dust, rousing it into the air. The whole room is filled with dust. Dust covers everything, like fallen snow obscuring an old grave.


    "A grave…" mumbles Fresh to herself, lifting the cut of her robe up to cover her nose as she repeats the word in her mind.


    The air is cold and stagnant. Any warmth that she had been able to create downstairs, clearly never made its way up here. Whether that warmth was of a physical nature or of a spiritual one, it didn’t quite matter as neither of those are present now. There is only herself, the dull light and that strange, cold feeling in her gut. That familiar sad, lonely feeling as she looks around the tomb.


    The room is simply one large, open space that seems to encompass the entire floor plan of the lower floor, though it’s seemingly divided into two sections by small, waist-high railings and one inner balcony to her right. Walking past the many full bookshelves that line the adjacent walls, much to the girl’s delight, she turns to look down the railing to the left of the hole. A small staircase of only two steps long separates the part she is on now from the lower one down there. A dark metal pipe runs along the left-hand wall, rising up through the ceiling. In the center of the lower section, is a large table that is covered in papers and scrolls. A ring of empty chairs surrounds it, filled with nothing but forgotten memories.


    Carefully, she steps down towards it, holding the lantern out above her head as she looks over the table. The small wooden steps creak beneath her weight, as if surprised at having someone tread on them in so long. Outside the windows, the wind blows on, the cool draft seeping into the forgotten room through the cracks, touching her skin and causing her hairs to stand on end as she looks over the table.


    The papers here are hardly legible anymore. Any ink on them has long since faded or been buried under a mountain of dust that she doesn’t dare disturb, as its absence would be proof of her having been here. Drawings and scribbles cover the bits that she can see. Open books and ledgers with pages and lines marked are everywhere. But none of them seem to make any coherent sense to her. Some of them are about esoteric topics such as starlight and spirituality. Another one that she can see, leaning closer, is about the monsters down in the dungeon and shows a hand-drawn depiction of the sub-boss boss from floor eight. Another one still seems to just be a children’s picture book telling a story about an adventuring slime, pretending to be a human.


    Looking up around herself as she walks around the large table, she counts the chairs. Six. One of them, she notices, is set just a little higher than the others. Looking against the walls, she sees all manner of oddities lining the spaces where there are no books. Glass crystals with prismatic hues, orbs, strange little figurines and statues and one thing that particularly catches her eye, a tower of horizontally laid out kegs stacked on top of each other. Quietly she taps on one and listens to the empty knock that comes back to her ears. Though whether this had been drunk empty, or if its contents simply evaporated over time, she can’t say.


    But… her eyes catch the many knick-knacks and little things that fill the space. Tokens, proof of memories that had once been forged. Small charms. Little statuettes of people and creatures, one of which she recognizes as a fairy. A few drawings and sketches of faces that she doesn’t recognize, all of them blurred and worn out, as if time itself had erased even these last depictions of them, causing them to become vague and loose like old, forgotten memories, teetering on the edge of a demented mind. The ink is mostly faded and gone, their features are entirely blurred and indistinct, as if they never really existed. As if the wind itself, creeping in through the cracks in the building, were blowing away the dust of their once having been, returning them entirely to the void.


    Fresh shivers, feeling the hairs on the back of her neck stand on high and she straightens herself upright and walks back up the little staircase, quietly tiptoeing as she moves past the hole she climbed in from. The middle section of the room is simply an open floor, ironically with a rug in the center. A small side table is against the far wall, beneath a large nook of an alcove window that she assumes looks out over the plaza. The spot itself looks as if it was once highly valued. The little ‘bench’ beneath the window is covered in old pillows and blankets and an old book lays on the heap. Quietly, she walks over towards it, looking down at presumably the last thing that somebody had ever read.


    "Of demons and the night sky," mumbles the girl curiously as she looks at the thick, heavy looking and apparently well read book, but daring not to touch it.


    Pursing her lips, she straightens back up again and looks over to her left. She knew it. "Demons are real." She wiggles her toes in her boots, making sure they haven’t been stolen, as she looks at the last thing remaining. A final staircase. Also short, but not as short as the one down to the ‘meeting area’, as she dubs it. Counting it, she sees nine steps of the single, railing-less staircase in the middle of the room, that leads up to a tiny inner balcony which looks over the large, open space.


    Quietly creeping up the protesting stairs, the witch makes her way up through the darkness, her body suspended in the blue light of her lantern as she peers out into the space above herself, just below the roof.


    A single bed and a small dresser sit here. But more interesting is the big, slanted window on the ceiling. Below it sits a large, expensive appearing, bronze looking-glass that is pointed towards the heavens above. Or at least towards the grime-caked window that now separates this room from the night-sky.


    Stepping up, she looks over the railing to the space back behind herself. She isn’t sure, but if she had to give this whole place a name or a purpose, it would be a ‘party headquarters’. She assumes that this is where they all met and planned and lived their shared lives out together. Judging by the kegs and the books and the many pillows and trinkets, this is also where they relaxed and spent their free time together. It’s where they collected their memories and interests, whatever they may once have been. The whole place looks like one day somebody just locked the door and then never came back in again.


    She glances towards the telescope, interested in trying it out. But she doesn’t want to disturb the resting place any further than she already has. Her eyes wander to the dresser. Presumably, whoever slept in this single bed likely kept their clothes in it. The sheets of the bed are tucked in nicely, as if someone had made it in the morning, but then never returned to it. Her hand reaches out for the dresser. Maybe there’s just some clothes and some old underwear. But maybe there’s a diary? A journal? Something.


    Her fingers graze the edge of the bronze handle and she stops and then lowers her hand again.


    She’s seen enough. This isn’t her business. Whatever is buried here, isn’t hers to dig up, no matter how curious about her friend and their past she is.


    Nodding to herself, she quietly creeps back to the hole and lowers herself down it, together with the lantern, before covering it back up with the loose boards. Extinguishing the lantern, she sets it back onto the shelf. Peeking out that the coast is clear, she then sneaks back into her room to at least get a couple of hours of sleep tonight.


    While she manages to fall asleep very quickly, her restless dreams are disturbed with images of herself looking through the telescope, gazing up towards the distant night-sky in terror, as she sees thousands of forgotten faces staring back down at her. Demons of the night, descending down unto the world, coming to take her and her friend’s feet while they sleep.

  


  Chapter 69: So below


  
    Fresh rubs her tired eyes, yawning as she stretches herself out in her bed. The girl’s lower back pops and she yelps in pain, the tension in her body falling slack as she stops her stretching and sinks back down into her mattress, exhaling a long breath.


    Taking a moment to breathe in again, the sore girl gets up and takes a second deep breath of the morning air, realizing something. It feels unusually crisp inside of the house right now. She sits upright, listening to the noises of the outside world that also seem particularly loud today. The babbling of the fountain, the excited voices of the first people heading towards the dungeon. Fresh looks around and throws on her robe, taking a moment to make sure that there’s no dust or grime on it from her ‘adventuring’ last night. It seems to be fine, for now.


    Sitting up out of the bed, she places her feet down. Today not onto cold floorboards, but rather down onto the large rug that she had bought. Smiling to herself, she wiggles her toes through the fabric. Their presence is proof that they were safe from the demons for one more night.


    Getting up, Fresh walks to the door of her room and unlocks it, opening it wide and sticking her face out into the corridor.


    A cool, morning breeze strokes her skin, carrying with it the smell of some hearty, rich foods. Her eyes light up and she lifts her head a little as she smells the air, looking down the hallway. The hallway window is wide open, the curtains pulled open and morning air streams inside together with the voices of summer birds and the early song of waking cicadas. There is another sound that she can’t place. Summer has come now in full. It’s getting warmer day by day.


    Thankful that it’s still rather cool now though, especially in the mornings, she walks barefoot down the hallway towards the stairs.


    "Jubilee?" asks Fresh curiously.


    "Good morning," says Jubilee. "I’m down in the shop," calls her friend from below. Something seems off though, something in their voice that Fresh can’t quite place. The girl walks down the stairs, looking at the counter that is lined with a fairly broad selection of foods and drinks. Steam still rises out of the cups. That odd sound is also still in the air, a sound that she recognizes, but can’t quite place into this context of her new life.


    "Jubilee…?" asks Fresh, rubbing her eyes as she yawns again, feeling the cool morning air on her skin.


    The sound stops. "I got us breakfast today," says Jubilee.


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at her friend who is arranging the chickens again. Jubilee is wearing their usual outfit, but a bright blue one that she doesn’t recognize. It apparently hasn’t seen the light of day often, as there are barely any tatters and rips in the fabric at all, which is highly unusual for Jubilee’s clothes. A dried, pink flower is pinned to the side of the hood, just by the left ear. The outfit is oddly…


    "…Dainty," says Fresh, thinking with a finger to her chin.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, looking back at her.


    "Ah, nothing!" The girl rubs her hair, wondering why Jubilee likes doing that, as she watches them turn the chicken again. But she decides not to ask, deciding to just be happy that there is something that they enjoy doing. "You’re up early," says the girl, looking at the open window down here too. "I like your clothes."


    "Yeah," says Jubilee, turning the chicken once again as the sound returns. Fresh finally realizes what it is. Jubilee is humming.


    Fresh looks at her friend’s back in surprise. Her eyes shift over the open window, to the food on the counter and then back towards Jubilee who is dressed in bright, undamaged clothes and wearing a flower. The girl’s mind processes the things that she’s seeing, but doesn’t quite manage to take hold of the summation of all of these facts. Suddenly hurrying towards her friend, she grabs Jubilee, who yelps as she spins them around.


    "Jubilee!" she leans in. "Are you sick? Should I go get Basil?!" She places her wrist on Jubilee’s mask to check their temperature. "You’re ice cold!"


    Jubilee doesn’t even yell at her, they simply tilt their head and brush her hands off of themselves. Fresh jumps up, pointing to them. "Stay there! I’ll be right back!" says the girl, getting up to go run outside.


    "Are you stupid?" asks Jubilee. "I’m fine." Fresh stops as something tugs on the frill of her robe.


    "Jubileeee~" whines the girl with a quivering lip as she looks at her friend with worry.


    Jubilee sighs, letting her robe go as they walk towards the counter. "Can we just eat breakfast? I’m starving, I’ve been down here smelling it this whole time." They look back to her. "Put on some socks, nobody wants to see your ugly goblin-feet."


    Fresh looks down to her feet, wiggling her toes again and then back towards Jubilee who is apparently fine after all. "I don’t have ugly goblin-feet! You have ugly goblin-feet!" protests Fresh, crossing her arms. Jubilee sighs, getting a plate ready for themselves and then sitting down behind the counter. Fresh tilts her head curiously, watching as her friend vanishes.


    "Are you coming or not?" asks Jubilee.


    She smiles, if only to herself and gets a plate of her own ready and sits down on the other side of the counter. "Jubilee?"


    "What?"


    "I’m glad you’re in a good mood today. Thank you for getting breakfast!"


    Jubilee doesn’t answer with more than a grunt, which Fresh finds oddly relieving. She ponders asking Jubilee about the upstairs area, if for only a brief moment. But even she knows that Jubilee would be furious with her if she admitted to it, even if they were particularly chipper today for whatever reason. Maybe it’s their birthday? Hmm… no… she doesn’t feel like that’s it. Feeling bad about having given in to her curiosity like she did last night, she quietly begins eating her fill of the breakfast and then some. She isn’t too hungry, but Jubilee has gone out of their way to make an effort, so she wants to show that she appreciates that.


    "I had an idea," says Jubilee. Fresh drinks a sip of her hot tea and listens. "Do you think you can make normal things?"


    "Normal things?" asks Fresh curiously.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee’s voice. "You know, like tools? Hammers or scissors or saws. Or maybe some other things like cups or bowls or bags?"


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Uh… I think so, yeah. But do adventurers need those things?"


    "Not everyone is an adventurer, goo-brain," says Jubilee. "You make all sorts of weird, creepy shit. But only adventurers want that stuff. But if we had some normal things, we could pull in the non-adventurers as well," they explain. "It’s a whole market segment that we’re ignoring right now." The sound of ripping bread comes from behind the counter.


    "Yeah, I think I can do that!" replies Fresh, thinking about what kinds of objects counted as ‘normal’ things.


    Soon after, Basil comes in, the woman’s eyes wide as she stares at the still substantial pile of food sitting on the counter. Fidgeting nervously, she does her best to ignore it and sets to work after greeting them both. Jubilee gets up from behind the counter, setting their mask back on, as Basil enters and the woman stops, staring transfixed at the light blue Jubilee with the pink flower on their head.


    "You have three seconds to get to work or you’re fired," states Jubilee very dryly. Basil yelps and runs around the counter, grabbing the ledger to get it ready for the day. Fresh gets up as well and leans over the counter, whispering to Basil and pushing the platter towards the woman.


    "Help yourself, Basil. Jubilee’s in a good mood today," says the girl with a wink to the priestess, whose tight posture loosens just a little, as she looks at the temptations before her.


    Fresh returns upstairs to start looking into new ideas. She also wants to spruce up the pantry today to make it rat-proof. She supposes refrigerators don’t exist here. But maybe if there’s some kind of ice-magic or something along those lines, she could think of something? The girl calls down the stairs. "Basil?"


    "Yesh?" asks the priestess with a whole sweet-roll in her mouth.


    "Are there ice-monsters in the dungeon?"


    The priestess swallows with some difficulty and then thinks for a moment. "I think so, but they’re deeper down. I’ve heard around floor thirty-two." Fresh scratches her cheek. Thirty-two? That’s really deep. She sighs. Any drops from them would be expensive.


    "Baaaasil~?"


    "Yef?" asks the woman who was brave enough to take a second sweet-roll, even with Jubilee watching her.


    "How deep is the dungeon?" asks Fresh.


    Basil swallows, striking her chest as she clears her throat. "It’s said to be one-hundred floors deep. All dungeons are, as far as I know."


    "Oh," says Fresh, nodding. "Thanks Basil!" Basil nods with a smile, taking a third roll from the platter. Fresh tilts her head, looking at the woman who returns to her work, opening the shop up for the day. She really likes food and money. The girl scratches her cheek. She wonders if those are maybe bad qualities for a priestess? Shrugging, she walks into the pantry, doing her best to not look at the boards on the corner of the ceiling, as she stares around the rest of the room for a few minutes, trying to come up with an idea.


    "Hey!" snaps Jubilee from down next to her.


    "IAH!" yelps Fresh, flailing with her arms at the sudden appearance of her friend. "I wasn’t doing anything!"


    Jubilee tilts their head, looking at the girl standing in the pantry. "Yeah? I see that." They shake their head. "Listen up, goo-brain, some schmuck from the guard just came in."


    "The guard?" asks the girl.


    "Yeah, the guard? You know? The city guards?" Fresh shrugs. She isn’t sure she had ever seen such people before. Guards? The gate to the front plaza of the city is wide open and unguarded. Jubilee sighs. "Look, I told you." They wave a letter at her. "They just placed an order for the lanterns."


    "That’s great!" says Fresh, clenching her fists in front of herself in excitement. "How many?"


    "Three-hundred."


    The room is quiet.


    "Huh?" asks the girl, not sure if she heard right.


    "Three-hundred," repeats Jubilee, shrugging.


    "Jubileeeee~! That’s a lot!"


    Jubilee nods. "It is." They look down as if disgusted. "Because of the bulk order, they’re also paying ten percent less than retail price." Fresh is quiet and Jubilee looks up to her, annoyed. "That’s a lot!" they say this time.


    "Until when?" asks the girl nervously, looking around the pantry. They didn’t have the materials for even close to that many lanterns. It would take her ages to make that many, especially if she has to make all the other items too. Where would they even store that many lanterns at once? The pantry is far too small.


    "They want them by the harvest-moon at the end of summer."


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, surprised to hear Jubilee talk about that.


    "The harvest-moon? You goo-brain. You know? When the moon gets big and orange during the end of summer?" They cross their arms. "That’s still plenty of time. If you make a couple extra every night and we set them on the side, we’ll be fine. This is a big opportunity for us."


    "Is it?"


    "Of course it is!" says Jubilee as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "Ignoring the fact that we’re making a ton of cash from the sale. If the guard wants some, then the church will come next." They crumple the letter in their hands into a ball and throw it into the corner. "We’re going to have a busy summer," says Jubilee. "So get yourself some work clothes with short sleeves, it gets hot here." They look down at her still bare feet. "And put on some shoes."


    Fresh narrows her eyes and grumbles, wiggling her toes at Jubilee in protest.


    


    Note for occultists - The harvest moon 

You might be surprised, but there really isn’t a ton of mythology around the harvest-moon. It’s mostly a very pragmatic thing.

 The harvest-moon is called such because of its early rising, shortly after sunset. This makes the evening and night of the moon particularly bright, which was of great use for agricultural peoples, who used the opportunity as a signal to harvest their crops. Generally these are found during late summer and autumn. But a ‘fake’ version of it can often be seen if you get up particularly early in the morning, especially around summer-time, when you can see the moon hanging low as it is about to set, yet it still catches the bright rays of the sun, giving it an orange tinge.

 The Celtic people used the harvest moon to mark the time before Samhain (which is where the American tradition of Halloween originates from. It never really caught foothold in Europe) They would use this period to organize large gatherings involving singing, dancing and lots and lots of copious amounts of drinking. All in all, it was a good time really. Further north, the Norse people held the red moon to be a particularly strong symbol that was associated with the trickster god, Loki. Worth noting is that the harvest-moon and the ‘hunter’s-moon’ aren’t actually the same thing, rather, the hunter’s moon is the full moon that rises after the harvest-moon. The term hunter’s moon originally stems from a translation of the Native American’s use of the term. The moon getting its name from the usefulness it allowed their hunting. Though, it’s important to note that this doesn’t just apply to human’s hunting…

 Further east however, in some ancient cultures, a red moon can be a symbol for a war to come. Note that this is however likely referring to the bloodmoon (A lunar eclipse) and not an orange moon like the harvest-moon.

 A bloodmoon is however, a topic for another, more dramatic time.

  


  Chapter 70: With me out at midnight


  
    Fresh holds her hands above the metal-bar and the piece of wood, puffing out her right cheek as she focuses on her crafting ability.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Hammer]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Hammer](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A small, iron-headed hammer with a stubby, wooden grip.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.45kg
          

          	
            Durability: 50/50
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    Jubilee picks up the hammer and looks at it, swinging it once through the air. "Yeah, nice job," says the figure, clad in bright blue, looking down at the tool in their hands. "We’re becoming all-rounders, so we really should try to carry a little of everything."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, glad that Jubilee likes the hammer.


    Jubilee rubs the chin of their mask as they think. "Maybe some nails too? We should start with really simple items like that." They nod to her. "Hammers, nails, scissors, knives and little day-to-day things." They look around the store. "We can fill the shelves with some less creepy shit, which will not only draw in more customers, but also keep the church’s eyes off of us a little more. Though…" They look behind the empty counter. "I think we’ve about settled that problem, honestly."


    "You think?" asks Fresh, curiously, following Jubilee’s gaze to the empty spot behind the counter, where Basil had been standing all day.


    "Yeah, if they had any suspicions about us, I’d bet they’re buried and gone now. Maybe not under trust but -" Jubilee sets the hammer down onto a shelf, leaning it against the back to display it. "- under a fuck-load of coins, at the very least. Turns out money really can buy everything."


    Fresh nods, not sure that she’s convinced. But if Jubilee feels that way, then she’ll place her faith in that and follow along. The girl scratches her cheek, thinking. "Jubilee~?"


    "Yeah?" asks her friend, looking back at her.


    "Do you want to make some backpacks too? Like you said?"


    Jubilee nods. "Yeah, I think I do. I’ve made hundreds of those fucking tote-bags, so my tailoring's gotten a bit better."


    "Mm!"


    "I can make the bags, if you can make me some fastenings and latches and things like that. I’ll sketch up what I need tomorrow."


    "Okay!" says Fresh, nodding excitedly, happy that Jubilee wants to make things too.


    "Anyways, come on, it’s late. Let’s go to bed," says Jubilee, yawning as they move towards the stairs.


    "I’m gonna be awake a bit longer," says Fresh. "I still want to make some more moonwater and maybe fix a wall or two."


    "Sure, knock yourself out. Night," says Jubilee, dragging themselves upstairs.


    "Good night!" calls Fresh, smiling as she gets up to set to work. She isn’t quite sure if she is trying to compensate for her secret breach of trust or if she is just eager to be productive. But what she tells herself is that, if Jubilee tried really hard today, then she is going to as well.


    Going up the stairs, she grabs some wood from the pantry and heads back down to seal the rest of the front down-stairs wall. Literally every other wall in the store is old and decrepit looking in some fashion, save for this one. But that’s fine, she thinks to herself as she rips the next old boards out. Before winter sets, she wants to have every single one of them done and perfect, so that the stupid cold draft can’t get in here anymore. So that nothing can wash away the warmth that she promises herself to fill this place with.


    Hours pass and Fresh, exhausted, falls back onto her bottom, her palms spread behind herself as she looks at the entirely restored wall with a large smile on her dusty face. The first of many completed. Placing her hand against the tightly sealed seams between the boards, she listens and feels for any inkling of cool night air creeping in.


    Nothing.


    With a smug, satisfied grin she gets up and brings the tools and materials away, back up into the pantry that she didn’t manage to finish today after all. Or even start. She sighs. Tomorrow then. There’s always so much work for her to do and there was more and more by the day. She can hardly keep up, even with Basil here now.


    "It would be easier if we had a second witch," she thinks quietly out loud, scratching her cheek. But she supposes that’s not likely to happen and even if it did, they probably wouldn’t have her unique crafting abilities. Fresh sighs and grabs an empty pot and heads back downstairs, wanting to make some more moonwater, as tonight there is a strong moon again.


    Stepping outside and walking towards the fountain with the large pot in hand, she looks up towards the night sky. The moon is always so big here and the stars are always so bright. Her gaze transfixed upwards, she stares towards the heavens as she walks around the gate and stops in front of the familiar, babbling fountain.


    Some metallic noise breaks the silence of the night and the girl blinks, waking up from her trance and looks across to the other side of the large fountain, where the giant man from the sect is. The large bone-sword is strapped to his back with some primitive sling, his head is also locked upwards as he stares towards the moon. His body heaves, as if the breath pushing out of his lungs were too strong for his form to restrain.


    Feeling her gaze, he looks over to her and then turns away again, staring back up to the night sky. The girl does the same, wondering what it is, specifically, that he is looking at, as she finds her own eyes wandering over the bright blanket covering the world once again. Maybe he’s just staring at it all, just like she is? The water of the fountain babbles on behind them, the only sound in the midnight air, apart from the occasional cooing of a distant night-bird and the yowl of an agitated cat of some kind.


    Metal clanks as the man turns to walk away, returning back around the gate to go back into the dungeon once again. Fresh notices the reflective shimmering of the man’s helmet, wet with water, as if he had stuck his entire head in the fountain to drink, rather than to take it off, even out here in the dark.


    Fresh isn’t sure why, but she calls out. "Wait!"


    The man looks over his shoulder, not turning his body around. She knows she shouldn’t talk to him. Jubilee had explicitly forbidden her from doing exactly this. But… if there’s anyone in the world who can tell her about her class. If there’s anyone in this city who can give her a different view on her own existence than any of the ‘normal’ people here, then it’s this man. The man from the sect. He doesn’t say anything, perhaps waiting for the usual series of degradations and threats that he likely receives in the dark hours as well as the light ones. But he stands there nonetheless, unbothered, unintimidated, waiting. The fountain trickles on, the water splashing with a strange candor, as if it is laughing at a joke that only it understands.


    "Why do you…" Fresh fidgets, not sure how to start a conversation with the monstrous, wide eyes that shine out from beneath the overshadowed slits of his dark-cobalt helmet. His possessed gaze, as if shining with a haunting energy from inside that keeps burning with an inextinguishable fury, much like the heavy stars looming above, doesn't shift an inch as it shines out over the plaza. "Why are you… I mean… why do you…" Fresh rubs the back of her head, not sure how to talk about witches without talking about witches, in case anyone overhears her. "Why?" is all she manages to patch together. A single word.


    The man stares at her from across the fountain, the zeal in his eyes never faltering as he turns away. "I keep the faith," is all that he says, as he keeps on walking.


    "Huh…?" Fresh stands there, watching the giant man disappear back around the other side of the gate, with the empty pot in her hands. As she stands there, her eyes wander towards the fountain and then down to the water just before her. The shimmering water, off of which reflects the pale, gentle moonlight, streaming down from above, washing over both her and her reflection. Down there, down in the water, she sees a single thing. A soft, pale face, tired, exhausted and filled with worry and doubt. If there is a smile on it, it’s simply painted over the frail body beneath it. Like a mask over a skeleton.


    She tilts her head, looking at the girl in the water who looks back up towards her with worried eyes and she wonders why? Today was a good day. This week was a good week. Things are going well. Fresh looks back to the store, listening to the sound of metal boots clanking across the plaza as the giant walks away.


    The store. A single, rickety building, filled with shadows and secrets. She looks over the worn down, night-painted wood that encompasses most of it. She understands immediately, as if the whispering of the water was letting her in on the gag. The material is rotting, weak and old. The bones are old and fragile. The warm feelings that she has been trying to trap inside of it are weak and fragile. The flame of a single candle against the screaming cold of the overpoweringly crushing presence of the night itself. The fountain laughs, the water trickling, as if it had known this all along and as if it had found great pleasure in her sudden realization of it.


    Of the fragility of this all. Of this life.


    She looks back down to the reflection in the water and it almost seems to reach up for her, to take her down into it, to stop her from running back around her side of the gate, sprinting as she hurries. Before he vanishes inside.


    "Wait!" she calls out again to the man from the sect, nearly half-enveloped by the blue aura of the gate. He doesn’t turn to look at her this time, he simply stands there. Half of him inside of the fog, half of him inside the night of the outside world. "How do I become strong?" she asks, her fists clenching the empty pot tightly. "How do I stop being afraid?" Fresh asks the dark-cobalt armored giant with the bone-greatsword on his back. The sword that is already covered in notches and nicks from likely countless battles.


    "You have to believe in something," is all the man says with his final, heavy breath, as he vanishes inside of the dungeon once again, his crushing presence carried by nothing other than his own two feet.

  


  Chapter 71: Fragile


  
    Fresh can’t sleep.


    Instead, she sits cross-legged on the large rug in her room, looking at the pile of coins that she is stacking in front of herself. There are hundreds of Obols here, they’re just some of her earnings since she and Jubilee had paid off their debts to the adventurers’ guild. As she thinks, she idly takes the coins, stacking them on top of each other into little towers.


    "Fragile," she says, placing a finger against the largest tower. The structure falls in an instant, dozens of coins falling to the floor and rolling away in all manner of directions and she sits there, idly. Fresh watches as the glinting bronze and silver coins scatter, as if running away from her. As if they were children, running away from a hungry witch who was hunting them through the dark night.


    They’re fragile, little things.


    This is fragile. This life of hers. This house. Her friendships with Jubilee and Basil. She looks at the pale, weak hands hovering above the glinting ruins. Herself.


    "Fragile," she repeats again, the word gnawing at the back of her mind. As if she had become obsessed with it. As if the very thought was possessing her at this late hour. The single phrase, the single concept had set its hooks deep into her mind and it won’t let her rest. It won’t let her sleep. The girl’s eyes rise upwards, as she stares at the thin, chain-lock which is latched on to the flimsy, wooden door. She tilts her head, gazing at the weak, rotting boards that the lock is affixed to.


    Fragile.


    Turning around, she looks at the wooden shutters, placed above the paper-thin glass. Only a single metal latch holds them shut and only a few screws hold them against the morose walls.


    Fragile.


    Her hands run through her hair, rubbing against her skull as she thinks in frustration. As her sleep-addled mind works its way through this single thought, born of the sounds of trickling water that never seems to leave her ears, along with the creeping of the night outside; owls and crickets making their moon-calls.


    If Jubilee finds out that she had snooped upstairs, they would stop being her friend. She is sure of it.


    Fragile.


    If Basil finds out that she is a witch, she would be terrified of the girl. She would hate her. She is sure of it.


    Fragile.


    If somehow, any of the thousand things that could go wrong, finally seized their chance and went wrong. It would be over. It would all be over. All of this. Everything she had worked for so far, everything she has been struggling for. In an instant. Like a dream after waking, she would become untethered from it and it would all be gone and in those waking moments, she would grasp at the strings of the memories that she had made, but they would snap and fade away. They would leave her floating alone through the world, the ties that bind her here, the seals that hold her new life intact are…


    "Fragile," she stares with wide, still unblinking eyes at the coins before her, laying on the rug.


    Fresh grabs her cursed-dagger from her bag and holds it in her hands, looking at it. For whatever reason, Jubilee seems reluctant to take her into the dungeon all too often, even if the stats would be a huge help for them both. She would never get stronger at this rate.


    She herself is too weak to do anything but kill Mr. Mushroom, which she can only do once every two weeks anyways, when the dungeon resets. The two mush-mushes on floor two are already too much to handle by herself, with only her current abilities. She looks at the coins, wondering if she can pay someone from the adventurers’ guild to take her through the dungeon for experience-points. She’s sure that she could, but…


    The back of the blade of the dagger taps against her hands as she thinks. If she leveled-up inside of the dungeon, they would see her menu, her abilities, they would see her class.


    She taps the dagger against her hand again.


    The man from the sect? If what Jubilee had said was right and if she went and told him the truth, he would help her.


    The dagger taps against her hand again.


    But what if something goes wrong? What if she tells him the truth and he doesn’t react like she expects? Or what if he does, but then somehow word gets out? What if someone sees her going into the dungeon with a man from the witches’ sect?


    The dagger taps against her hand.


    Everything is so fragile.


    Fresh’s gaze rises up, as she looks around her room, at the newly repaired collection of armor and weapons. Swords and breastplates and shields and all manner of exotic items sit next to her new cauldron. She’s a caster, isn’t she? Isn’t witch a caster class?


    She has a single combat spell, but it doesn’t even do damage. It just steals a little luck. She needs something that does damage. She needs something that can hurt things. The dagger taps against her hand again, as she listens to the permeating sound of the distant fountain. She needs something that can kill things.


    Before she knows what she is doing, her hand reaches into her bag and pulls out the grimoire, which seems particularly wet tonight, as water drips freely from the corners, trickling down her crossed legs and onto the carpet.


    A pale, fragile finger flips through the pages with elegant precision, pulling the wet paper carefully apart, as it moves to a section she doesn’t recognize. One that she is sure wasn’t here before, when she had looked through the entire grimoire over the past few weeks. The ink is dripping wet, as if it had been freshly written.


    "Malediction…" reads Fresh quietly to herself, not quite sure if it's her own voice that she’s hearing or simply the trickling of the distant water, taking odd shape and form as it mixes with her thoughts. Her finger runs along the page as she reads the lines, the digit smearing the fresh ink, as her eyes dart to the depictions and notations filling the pages. All of them are written in different styles and hand-writings, as if the freshly written pages had somehow always existed.


    


    
      
        
          	
            "-In the water."


            "I can hear it-"


            "- I killed them all. I’m so so-"


            "-There’s nothing left."

          
        

      
    


    


    She skips over the annotations, her eyes focusing on the description of the spell.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Malediction {CURSE}
          
        


        
          	
            Curse an enemy with an affliction of the black-fountain.


            Once applied, it will drain their health once a minute, dealing damage equal to your LOV at the time of casting +1 DARK DMG


            


            Warning: Once applied, this curse can never be removed.

          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            New Ability: [Malediction]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh blinks. Her mind suddenly jolts to full wakefulness again, as the sharp, chiming sound of a window suddenly appearing, rouses her from this odd, trance-like state which she had been in. The girl closes her eyes for the first time in minutes. Blinking for the first time since she had sat down on the rug and started stacking the coins. Her dry eyes burn in relief, as she scrunches them tightly shut, her mind waking up from its odd, half-dazed state.


    Her head lifts upwards, as she looks at the new window which then fades away a moment later. Did she just get a new ability? Without leveling?


    The girl’s gaze lowers back down to the open pages of the book in her hand.


    They’re blank.


    She sits there, cross legged on the rug, looking down and watching as black ink runs down the sides of her bare legs, tingeing both her pale skin and the fabric of the new carpet. Yelping in surprise, she slams the damp-grimoire shut and runs to get something to clean it off, before it leaves a stain.

  


  Chapter 72: Goo-Brain


  
    "What time is it?" wonders Fresh out loud. She isn’t sure, she still hasn’t slept a wink. Instead, Fresh now stands down inside of the dungeon. Her eyes aren’t able to decide if they should be staring at her hands or at the hole in the wall, out of which comes a quiet series of sleeping ‘Nyaaaah~’s.


    Fresh rubs her head, feeling awkward about this now. She had come down here to try out her new ability, but… she doesn’t think she’s able to kill something that she’s talked to before. Even though it isn’t really ‘killing’ him, since he’ll be back in two weeks anyways. She has a personal connection to Mr. Mushroom and apart from that, she’d feel bad if she woke him up again in the middle of the night a third time.


    Sighing quietly, she walks to the stairs, heading down to floor two of the dungeon. Apparently, once a floor has been unlocked once, then it’s open forever, much to her relief. She remembers there being two mush-mushes down here and so she carefully looks out ahead of herself, watching the ripples in the dirt, where they are apparently busy burrowing, even this late at night.


    She checks her waist, to see if the bottle is there. It is.


    Clenching her fists and gulping once to get the frog out of her throat, the tired girl steps down onto the dirt of floor two. "Just like the red-wizard. Just like the red-wizard," she chants, motivating herself.


    Two figures explode out of the muck, the pair of large, orange mush-mushes charging towards her in an instant. Both of them yell, but they don’t really say anything of particular substance.


    "Nyah~!"


    "Nyaah~!"


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Malediction] !
          
        

      
    


    


    The strange, slithering smoke leaks out of her hands. Not with any substantial force, but rather as a lazy trickle, like a viper winding its way down a tree, as the nebulous, foggy entity that it makes up intercepts the two monsters charging at her. Striking one, it sinks its fangs into it before vanishing. The smoke then blows away, as if blown apart by a gust of wind.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            7/7
          

          	
            16/20
          

          	
            20/20
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Fresh) did 1 DARK DMG to (Mush-mush)[Applied status: {Malady}]

          
        

      
    


    


    She curses the other one and then she gets ready to run.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Malediction] !
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            7/7
          

          	
            16/20
          

          	
            16/20
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Fresh) did 1 DARK DMG to (Mush-mush)[Applied status: {Malady}]

          
        

      
    


    


    Her boots thud out, kicking up the dirt of the floor as she runs in a circle around the tiny arena. The two mush-mushes hop after her, clearly annoyed at her presence and so far, indifferent to her curse.


    "Nyah~!"


    "Nyaah~!"


    Fresh gasps and covers her mouth in shock, surprised to hear something so rude from the mushroom creatures. Fresh points an accusing finger back towards them as she runs. "You jerks! You deserve to get cursed!" The girl lifts her hands, throwing out her luck-stealing jinx now as well, if only to make a point.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Jinx] !


            (Fresh) uses: [Jinx] !

          
        

      
    


    


    "Nyah~!"


    She sticks out her tongue and keeps running. "Nyaah!"


    Only four minutes. She only has to keep this up for four minutes. Mush-mushes, at least the orange kind, have twenty health-points. She has three love, whatever that stat means. So... "Four minutes," she reassures herself as she moves, glad that the curse did a little instant damage.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            7/7
          

          	
            12/20
          

          	
            12/20
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}


            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}

          
        

      
    


    


    Ignoring anything else that the mush-mushes have to say, she begins to jog small laps around the floor with the two mush-mushes pursuing her in a circle. Sometimes they try to intercept her, but she manages to avoid them as they often seem to stumble over each other or over roots that somehow seem to, very unluckily, appear in their way.


    Two minutes remain, but she can feel her legs about to give out already. Sweat drips down her forehead, her robe is damp and spotted and even if she wanted to argue back with the very rude duo of monsters chasing her, she doesn’t have the capacity to do so anymore.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            7/7
          

          	
            08/20
          

          	
            08/20
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}


            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}

          
        

      
    


    


    With shaking hands and wobbly legs, the exhausted girl grabs the glass bottle full of clear moonwater on her hip and drinks it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            + Status Effect: [Harvest-Moonwater]
          
        

      
    


    


    Immediately, a surge of energy rushes through her as if a large amount of the exhaustion she was feeling a second ago just simply seems to vanish. Her body is still sweat-tinged and wet, but her skin somehow feels cooler. Plus it’s just important to drink water when you’re exercising. Fresh nods with a smile, looking back towards the mush-mushes, who are looking in pretty bad shape compared to her now.


    She isn’t sure how the curse is doing damage to them, as they seem perfectly fine on their exteriors. But they are slowly losing health-points. Either due to their sudden clumsiness, or due to the constant draining of four health a minute.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Fresh    
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          

          	
            Mush-mush
          
        


        
          	
            HP:
          

          	
            7/7
          

          	
            4/20
          

          	
            4/20
          
        


        
          	
            SOUL:
          

          	
            +-^°#*+?/&amp;&amp;&amp;
          

          	
            1/1
          

          	
            1/1
          
        


        
          	
            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}


            (Mush-mush) took 4 DARK DMG {Malady}

          
        

      
    


    


    Only one minute left.


    She stands at the end of the room, the two of them not able to keep up and only slowly lurching after her now, both of them on the brink of defeat.


    Sweaty and with dirt sticking to her somehow still clammy skin, Fresh leans back against the wall, her chest heaving, and catches her breath as she watches the two creatures slow to a halt.


    She waves. "Bye!"


    They stop moving.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Got 2/78] Experience!


            [Got 4/78] Experience!
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh tilts her head, looking at the two mushroom monsters standing in the center of the room, having never quite reached her. Both of them simply stay there, as if frozen. Their eyes open, unblinking, still stare towards her with empty gazes. The two of them, having died standing, without a single wound on their outsides.


    "Huh…" she says curiously, walking closer to look at them.


    Bending over to stare into their eyes, wondering what it is that killed them, she mutters to herself. "Maybe it’s just magic?" Scratching her cheek as she looks into a deep, solidly black pupil, she watches as it begins to shift.


    The mush-mush’s eyes fall out.


    "IAH!" she yelps, jumping back as a thick, black goo seeps out of the new openings. Oily streaks running down from the sockets of the eyes. The eyeballs of both creatures pushed out from the inside, fall down into the dirt, where they are covered in sludge from their entirely liquefied insides. Their bodies begin to crumple and deflate, the heavy caps of their heads sinking down and squishing their now empty shells. The skin that held their liquefied insides together, bundling together like an empty bag with a weight on top of it.


    Black-water seeps out in all directions, leaking everywhere and the girl finds herself back against the wall again, watching in horror as the two mushroom monsters become nothing but goo. Watching as the thick, black-sludge seeps into the dirt, soaking into the world below, leaving nothing behind but two orange mushroom-caps with a few smears on them and Fresh herself. She, with a horrified expression, decides that maybe it’s time to go to bed for tonight.


    Nodding to herself, she quickly runs up the stairs, doing her best to ignore the odd bubbling sound that she hears down below. As for the two mushroom-caps, well… maybe she doesn't need them that badly.


    Five minutes later, Fresh throws off her boots and robe and falls into her bed, pulling the blanket over herself, covering her head. For the rest of the night, she hangs between a state of wakefulness and half-sleep, tossing and turning as she shifts, as some strange, wet sounds in her mind somehow keep her brain from ever turning off the lights entirely.


    The next morning comes and she barely manages to pull herself out of bed again, shuffling like an undead as she opens her door and goes downstairs.


    "You look like shit," says Jubilee to greet her, not even looking up towards her as they say it. Fresh looks around, realizing that it’s a little later than her usual waking time.


    "I didn’t sleep much," says Fresh, telling only a half-lie. "Do you still want to eat breakfast?" she asks, rubbing her eyes.


    Jubilee shakes their head. "There’s no time, Basil should be here any sec -"


    As if summoned, the priestess opens the door and walks inside. Fresh can’t help but notice, even with her tired eyes, that the rim of her white robe is spotlessly clean and the rose-gold bangle on her wrist that occasionally peaks out of her long, billowing sleeve.


    "Good morning!" calls Basil as she walks inside and looks at them. Her eyes stop on Fresh. "Oh! Are you sick? You look terrible!"


    Fresh sighs and falls down onto the stairs, leaning her warm forehead against the cold, wooden wall.


    Four experience points? All of that for four experience-points and she could only do it once every two weeks anyways? No… she racks her tired mind. She can do the next floor too, tonight. Maybe even one more than that. She’s faster than the mush-mushes with some luck and she’s definitely faster than the snails. It’s going to be a lot of work, it’s going to be exhausting. But she has to do this, if she wants to keep this new life of hers safe. If she wants to stop it from being taken. If she wants to stop the wind from blowing it all away like scattered ashes. She’s just going to have to skip a little sleep now and then.


    Rising back up to her feet, Fresh grabs Basil’s hands, as the priestess was reaching to touch her forehead. "Good morning, Basil!" smiles a deeply tired Fresh. "Let’s work hard today too!"


    Basil looks at her curiously, but then smiles, seemingly satisfied and walks around to the back of the counter.

  


  Chapter 73: Housework


  
    Fresh sits upstairs, having locked herself in the pantry. She tinkers around with the harvest-moonwater, her grimoire at her side. Usually she wouldn’t work on these kinds of things during the middle of the day, while Basil is here. But the priestess is downstairs and there are two locked doors between them and she can’t just sit around and waste a full day, doing nothing at all.


    Flipping through her grimoire, Fresh looks for a recipe that would suit her needs and at the same time, racks her brain, wondering if maybe she already simply ‘knows’ one? Like with the soul-potions. The more she thinks about it, the firmer and less foggy the idea becomes. The harvest-moonwater is already half of the way there on its own.


    "It just needs a little pep," mutters Fresh to herself, closing the damp-grimoire and setting it to the side.


    She needs something, some new ingredient, some final step to make her stamina-potions. But she isn’t sure what exactly that is, just yet. Getting up, she exits the pantry and heads downstairs to look for an idea.


    The store is fairly busy today, but Basil and Jubilee seem to have everything under control. It doesn’t look like there are many repairs today either, as the pile of equipment behind the counter for her to carry up is very small right now.


    "Baaaasil~?"


    "Yes?" asks the priestess, handing a man his change and a tote-bag.


    "What colors of mush-mushes are there?" asks Fresh, coming downstairs.


    "Uh…" the priestess lifts her hand, counting off her fingers. "Orange, blue, green, purple and red. I think?"


    Fresh thinks for a moment, scratching her cheek. "If anyone comes in with some other colors, buy a few please. I want to try out some new potions."


    Basil looks at her curiously but then nods. "Okay!" Smiling, Fresh goes back upstairs, taking a moment to look over the crowd from up atop the staircase. She feels a surge of joy as she sees the glass-chicken held in the excited hands of a young caster, in the middle of the line.


    Heading back into the pantry, she decides to put the potion-work aside for now and to set to a more pragmatic task. Crossing her arms, she looks down at the hole in the ripped up floorboards, where the rat had tunneled through. Fresh shudders at the thought.


    Grabbing some tools and some wood, she sets to work, wanting to make the pantry as sterile as is possible in a world like this, with materials like these. Maybe she can’t create absolutely hygienic conditions, but she can certainly patch the insulation and replace all of the morose wood. She can make actual containers for their food with lids and she maybe could even make something more abstract, to keep pests and rot at bay? Some magical item or token, maybe something out of the grimoire?


    Fresh taps her chin, thinking and heads back outside to the staircase again. Standing up-top, she calls down. "Baaasil~?"


    "Yes?" asks the woman, down on the floor with a rag and staring at a cracked chicken-bottle that apparently someone had dropped.


    "If anybody brings any ice-monster drops, can you buy some too, please?"


    "Sure, but they’ll be pretty expensive," calls the priestess back up to her.


    "That’s okay," calls Fresh and waves to her before heading back into the pantry once again and returning to her work.


    First, she decides to make several wooden boxes, each about the length of her forearm. Once they’re completed, she starts making a square glass lid for each of them. The tricky part is carving the thick glass-panes down all around evenly, except for one tiny protrusion of solid material which acts as a handle. She scratches her head, looking at her third failed attempt. "This would have been easier with the glass-working ability…"


    The fourth one turns out okay’ish. But then, the fifth one turns out just like she had envisioned. The glass has to be matte-finished, so the lids don’t offer any insight into the contents of their respective boxes. But it just looks nicer. Fresh wonders if maybe she should have just made the entire box out of glass? But that seems like a disaster waiting to happen. What if one of them fell? What if all of them fell?


    Twenty minutes later, she lifts up one of her new creations. A small, tightly sealed, wooden box with a hinged, matte-glass lid. Smiling, she sets to work, making the rest of them.


    So far, their food had just sort of been lying around the pantry out on the open-faced shelves. A lot of it was wrapped in parchment paper, like the bread and a lot of their herbs and dried fruits. But a lot of it is also just sitting out in the open, literally gathering dust. This obviously won’t do.


    An hour later, she lifts the last box back onto the lowest shelf and takes a step back, looking at the row of containers with pride. All she needs to do now is to make some labels and glue them on. Their food, while not imperishable, would at least be safe from pests now.


    "Hopefully…"


    Not done yet, she sets to work replacing the floorboards. It’s a dirty, long process that is made difficult by the many boxes and crates in the way, as well as the large barrel in the corner that she has never been brave enough to look inside of. But given that the pantry is small, she finishes within a few hours. Any spots between the floors that had thinning, or chewed up insulation, she did her best to patch back together. She would need to buy or make some real insulating material to do this ‘right’ later on, but for now, it’s good enough that the boards are tightly sealed.


    Fresh wipes her brow and gets up, opting to check how things are going downstairs.


    "Do you make anqas?" asks a small elf, holding a chicken out to Jubilee, who stands there with crossed arms, glaring at them.


    "No," says Jubilee dryly. The elf seems disappointed.


    "What about mush-mushes?"


    Jubilee shakes their head. "No. We only make chickens."


    "What about snails?"


    "Is a snail a chicken?" asks Jubilee, their boot tapping against the floor in agitation.


    "Mm…" The elf turns the chicken around, the face of it looking back up at himself. He looks back towards Jubilee a second later. "What about dragons?"


    "Look. We only make chickens. What do you want me to tell you?" asks Jubilee with some snark. "Buy the chicken or get out."


    Fresh scratches her cheek and turns around, heading back into the pantry and picking up a block of glass. Apparently her chickens just aren’t good enough.


    "Bakaw…" sighs the girl sadly, as she sets to work, carving the glass into a new shape. It doesn’t bring her as much joy at first, but as it slowly comes into form, she begins to see him more and more in the little sculpture.


    Half an hour later, she rotates it around, looking at the little glass figurine carefully. It might not be as delicious as the real deal -


    "- But you’re just as beautiful as the real Mr. Mushroom!" she assures the statuette, feeling that it is nervous about its big debut. She takes a moment to carve the smile on its face just a little wider. "There!"


    A little later, she carries her new item downstairs. It seems that the afternoon rush has died down and that things are quieter now. "Jubilee! Basil! Look!" She holds out the new glass Mr. Mushroom statuette with pride out in front of herself.


    Jubilee and Basil look up from the counter, staring at her somewhat perplexed for a moment. Basil’s face grows flush and the priestess quickly looks away. Pulling her hood up to obscure her line of sight, as she nervously and very quickly looks back down at the ledger.


    "Told you. A real degenerate," says Jubilee, shaking their head.


    Fresh purses her lips. "Hey! Rude! I worked hard on Mr. Mushroom!"


    Jubilee tilts their head. "You may want to go back to the drawing board with that one."


    She looks at it. "Why?"


    "Because you’re going to tempt Basil away from her holy ways," shrugs Jubilee. "I mean, apparently that’s what you’re into. But it’ll be bad for business." Jubilee places their hands on their hips. "No corrupting the employees!"


    "Huh..?" asks Fresh. She looks at the mushroom statue and then back to her friends and then back to the mushroom statue, who looks up to her, knowingly. Then she understands and runs, yelping as she vanishes back into the pantry.


    "I’m sorry, Mr. Mushroom!" cries Fresh, looking at the mushroom statue whose wide smile seems to have grown just a little flatter somehow. "The world just isn’t ready for yooou~!"


    Setting the glass mushroom statue onto the shelf and covering it with a cloth, she sighs and returns to her work, replacing the boards of the exterior wall by the window.


    An hour later, she finishes and returns downstairs where something green catches her eye, sitting against the wall behind the counter. A green mushroom-cap. Her eyes light up and she runs downstairs in excitement towards it. "Thanks, Basil!" cries the girl, wrapping her arms around Basil from behind, who fidgets a little, her head shifting to Jubilee, the priestesses’ expression as if awkwardly pleading for help.


    Jubilee just shrugs and turns back to the chickens, rotating one of them on the shelves an inch to the right.


    "Of… Of course," laughs the priestess uneasily, as Fresh lets go and looks at the green mushroom-cap. It has a bright, vivid foresty color and is far larger than the orange or blue caps. Rolling it, she notices that it's really light however. As if it had the same weight as the other caps, but the composition is simply less dense. It does seem a fair bit more flat-brimmed than the other types.


    Still, with some effort, she rolls it up the staircase and through the door, leaning it against the wall outside of the pantry.


    Then, getting one of her new boxes, Fresh places it on its back and holds the far too large cap above it and uses her crafting ability, hoping that at least most of it will land inside.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Grind{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    The giant cap dissolves into a heap of powder that, thankfully, mostly collects in the middle of the spell’s radius. The grains fall down and fill into the box like a fine, flowing sand. A little bright-green dust gets on her robe and onto the floors, but she’ll take care of that later. She grabs some unused glass and makes a new bottle. Opting to just make a simple, not decorative design. If only so her friends wouldn’t misinterpret her intentions again.


    Filling some harvest-moonwater into the bottle, together with a scoop of the green powder, she holds her hands above it and uses the recipe that comes to her mind.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Minor stamina-potion]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Minor stamina-potion](High)
          
        


        
          	
            A small, bright-green potion that restores stamina when drunk. This potion is glowing with a radiating magical energy.
          
        


        
          	
            If drank:


            + 25% STAMINA


            +1% STAMINA Regeneration, every two minutes - 12 Hours


            + Removes draining spirits (50%)

          
        


        
          	
            High


            - Side effects -


            +5% STAMINA

          

          	
            330 mL

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, she runs downstairs and shows off her newest creation. "Jubilee! Basil! Look!" The two of them do so, if only nervously and seem relieved to see that she’s only holding a potion.

  


  Chapter 74: The Witch's Prophecy


  
    Fresh tosses and turns in her bed, her fists tightly clenching the blanket as she rolls over in a cold sweat, midnight dew wicking down her skin as restless dreams haunt her mind. Strange visions that she can’t remember seeing only moments after they pass. Bright, burning lights in the recesses of herself which scar her mind’s eye, the heat scorching her body as she kicks and throws the blankets around, feeling too warm and then too cold just seconds after. Heat surges through her body, as if she were being suspended in a pot of water that was only very slowly starting to come to a boil.


    The fountain trickles behind her, around her, everywhere as her eyes rip open, as they shoot open beneath the deep recesses of the black-water ocean present in her dream. The sound of a rushing current surrounds her as she spirals and spins around and around, torn through the depths of the black-ocean, the core of her soul surrounded by a surging torrent that churns with a coursing fury. The grand whirlpool throws her this way and that in a wild, uncontrolled fashion as she sinks. Her hand reaches up towards the surface that is so far above her head, unreachably far above the tips of her fingers, as she grasps for the single sliver of light that marks the way up. The way out.


    It is something that has never been there before. A light above the surface of the ocean.


    Her soul burns as she reaches for that glowing strand, as she grasps for it as if it were a rope to pull herself up towards the surface with. The beam touches the entity that is her, but as it touches her skin, it stings with an unnatural fire that moves through her soul in a clear, sharp, crystal pulse that aches her very being. Fresh screams as the water around her boils in disgust at the sensation, as she boils in disgust at the sensation. She feels disgust at the light that is so bright, at having touched it. At having touched the ray of the sun, shining towards her.


    A second later, she is spat out.


    Landing and stumbling, she falls head over shoulder as the pressure of the crashing waves throw her onto the shore. A surge of water shoots out in all directions around her, coming down over her head and pressing her against the stones of the floor of the fountain basin, as if she were pinned beneath the torrent of a waterfall, as if she were pinned under a hand pressing her face down into the floor.


    Fresh coughs and splutters and frantically drags her way forward, her core burning for air as the scream reverberates around her. Fresh can’t differentiate if the scream is her own, or if it’s that of the fountain. All there is, is a constant screaming. All there is, is a constant burning.


    Something is wrong, something is very wrong.


    Her fingers claw onto the outer stone rim of the fountain. Fresh pulls herself free from the water that almost seems to be trying to drag her back into itself. Not out of malice, but like a drowning man dragging another down into the depths.


    It’s desperation.


    She flops out of the fountain, retching and heaving as she crawls her way forward over the ground, like an animal pulling itself free from a trap.


    Fresh looks around herself, panicked, hurt. "Where am I?!" she calls out, coughing and spluttering. "Jubilee?!" She jumps up, clutching at her own body that is no more. Her eyes scan the world that she finds herself in and they find nothing to focus on. It’s simply empty.


    Empty.


    Empty apart from one thing, from the sound of trickling water. The fountain. It’s just a dream. Just a dream. Calm down. It’s just a dream. Fresh does her best to ‘breathe’, whatever that implies here in this domain.


    She turns around, to look at the black-fountain sitting behind her. It’s just like that night. It’s just like that night that it had saved her from her old life. She’s not in the water. She’s here again. She’s standing next to the black-fountain that she tossed the coin into on that fateful night and now it’s screaming, yet so is she. Their screams are one and the same. There is no clear separation between themselves, the lines between Fresh and the black-water have become muddy. It is her life-blood and she…


    "I hate them!" screams the fountain, the water bubbling. "I hate them! I hate them! I HATE THEM!" cries the fountain over and over and Fresh clutches where her hair should be, she hates them just the same. Though she doesn’t really know who ‘they’ are. But she hates them, because the fountain hates them. "They found out! I just want to sleep!" snaps the fountain. "I hate them so much!"


    Fresh clutches her head. It hurts. The sunlight is touching her and it hurts. She just wants to sleep. It’s the middle of the night, and she just wants to sleep. Why is it so bright?! WHY IS IT SO HOT?! The fountain bubbles like a pot of boiling water as the sunlight coming from above reaches it. The splashes rising up, flying several feet out of the surface towards the sun, as if it were trying to extinguish its heavenly glow. But it never manages to reach even close to far enough to do so.


    "They’re going to come for you," warns the fountain, the water sloshing around as the waves begin to churn, as if a violent storm were brewing just above it. Fresh’s eyes open wide in fear as she realizes what it’s saying to her. "They’re going to take it all away!" says the fountain. "Everything. Everything that you’ve built! They’re going to take it all away!" it promises. Her fingers claw into her scalp. "You need to stop them. You need to STOP THEM! YOU!" says the fountain in a tone that she has never heard it take before. It’s furious.


    Fresh leans forward, her fingers locking onto the rim of the fountain as she bends over it and looks back down into its black depths. She looks down into her eyeless reflection that is staring back up at her from the surface of the water. It speaks to her.


    "They’re going to rip it out of you, like an unborn child from the womb. They’re going to rip your gut open and claw it all out of you!" says the eyeless gestalt beneath her, clawing at its face. "Like animals, everything that you’ve fostered. They’re going to eat it!"


    Her eyes go wide as she watches the bloodied reflections of Jubilee and Basil floating alongside her own mirror image, their mangled visages staring up at her, lost, confused, afraid. Dead.


    "I don’t understand!" yells Fresh in fear at this depiction, at this prophecy, at this revelation.


    The silhouettes beneath her reflection collect together. Not just Jubilee, not just Basil. Everyone. Everything. The red-wizard. The muscular dark-elf. The man from the sect. Wooden boards from her new home that she herself had placed, coins, potions, feathers, swords. Faces of customers who she recognizes and faces of those who she doesn’t. All of these things swirl together into a coagulation of black-water that is swallowed into depths, all of these things are being taken from her in this vision. Because she is too weak. Because she didn’t stop it.


    "STOP WHAT?!" cries Fresh in agitated terror, in anguish, as the light of the sun touches her skin, as it burns her very essence, simply through its pure presence. The pulsation of the light of the sun synchronizes with a sound, with a simple, clean, divine sound that fills her with a fear that she has never felt before, with a dread that she had never before understood to be possible.


    Fresh flips around and falls over backwards, her back against the fountain as she lifts her hands up to shield her eyes from the light that rises on the horizon. To block out the scorching rays of the rising sun which touch her skin and set her alight, the rays of the rising sun that boil the black-water and cause it to scream and so her in turn as well. It hurts. The sound, the tempo of which matches that of her own heart-beat, overpowers it in strength. The voice of an angelic choir. The ringing. The ringing that pulsates through her eyes. That pulsates through the light of the sun.


    The ringing of a crystal-bell shines out brightly, just as radiant as the dawning star on the horizon, the jubilescent light threatening to swallow her whole. To reduce her to nothing but ash. To reduce everything she has made to dust and then all of these feelings and hopes and dreams that she has felt and still yet yearns to feel will return to a darkness so deep, that they will be lost for all time.


    They will die, together with her if she doesn’t stop it. If she doesn’t stop them. If she doesn’t stop -


    Her eyes are stretched open wide, the light of the sun is so bright that it simply shines through her hands covering her face. The crystal-bell strikes twelve and the sun breaks over the horizon, the light of a new day engulfing her entirely.


    - If she doesn’t stop him.


    Fresh screams, howling with terror and pain, both too heavy for her soul to contain.


    She falls out of her bed, soaking wet from head to toe, splashing, as she flops gut-first onto the rug, clawing, pulling, wrenching herself free from the nightmare; from the horrible vision. A voice yells at her, but she doesn’t understand it, all she hears is the bell ringing in her ears. The bell, still ringing in her heart. It fills her with terror.


    He’s coming. They’ve found him. They’ve chosen him. A true-hero. A destined, great man, who was going to cleanse the world of all evil, come his arrival, after the gods summoned him to this domain.


    A pair of hands clutches her shoulders and she turns around in a panic, looking with wild, feral eyes at the small, shadowy figure standing over her.


    Crying, flailing, screaming, Fresh grabs Jubilee who is shaking her, talking to her in clear words she isn’t able to process right now and wraps her arms around them in a fearful embrace, heaving as she kneels forward, pressing her head into their shoulder to howl. Holding them, so that they can’t be taken away. Not just yet. Not just yet. Jubilee doesn’t fight her, simply placing a single hand around her, the other hanging awkwardly at their side, as they speak comforting words that simply never reach her.


    Through tearful, burning eyes, Fresh looks up at the door to her room. At the pillar of glass that has ripped the door entirely off of its hinges and holds it aloft inside of the space. She looks at the hollow, empty eyes of the reflection of the terrified girl in the glass, at the sockets that almost seem to be shadowed out and entirely empty. It moves its lips even though she says nothing, the reflection mouthing two words.


    "Stop them."


    The glass shatters into a thousand pieces and the broken door falls down to the ground. Fresh squeezes tighter, crying into Jubilee’s shoulder.

  


  Chapter 75: Before the storm


  
    "You don’t look so good," says Basil, glancing at Fresh who is sitting on the staircase, leaning sideways against the wall. "You really are a rather sickly person…" Basil thinks for a moment. "Should I go pick up some medicine?"


    "Ah! I’m fine! I just didn’t sleep well," says Fresh, sitting up for a moment only to slump back against the wall a second later. "Thank you."


    "Again?" asks the priestess, looking a little worried.


    "Told you," chimes Jubilee’s voice from the other side of the store. "She’s afraid of the dark."


    Fresh crosses her arms. "I am not!"


    Basil laughs. "It’s okay, I used to be afraid of the dark too, you know?"


    "I’m not afraid of the dark, though!" argues Fresh. She looks over to Jubilee who is restocking the shelves during their midday lull in customers. She hadn’t been able to explain her dream to them. Not in any coherent sense at least. Jubilee had apparently chalked it up to her having had night terrors and scolded her for making a ruckus while they were trying to sleep. But Fresh knows better. It wasn’t just a bad dream. It was a warning from the black-fountain, a prophecy.


    The powers that be are shifting in the world. The stage is being set and great events are slowly coming into play. Events and happenings far, far greater than the little pinprick of the world that they are, that she is. The rising tide is coming and it will flood the world and wash them all away. Like the surge from a broken dam, rushing over an ant-hill.


    Fresh’s head nods down forward, her eyes closing sleepily, as her tired thoughts meander into such dramatic imagery. Her body rests in the midday sunlight which is shining through the windows. The bright, early summer sunlight floats inside of the house, lazily drifting through the thin glass. The air is warm, yet still carries the lightness of the spring with it.


    A hand touches her forehead. "You’re ice cold!" says Basil, surprised. Fresh opens her eyes, looking up at the priestess who stands there with the look of a worried mother hen. "Are you sure I shouldn’t go get some medicine? Are you coming down with something?" she asks.


    "No fraternizing during work hours!" barks Jubilee at them. "You! Get back behind the counter!" Basil yelps and retreats a few steps back to her spot. "And you! If you’re not going to work, then go upstairs and go to bed!" Fresh raises her head to look at Jubilee who is standing there with their hands on their hips. "It’s bad for business if people see your ugly corpse laying on the stairs, first thing when they walk in!"


    A pair of heavy boots crashes into the store, as if summoned by Jubilee’s words. All three of them look up at the towering man in the dark-cobalt armor, who is walking into the store, faster than usual. His pace is just as heavy and thunderous as his gigantic presence.


    He looks around the shop and grabs two more greatswords from the shelves, walking over to the counter and placing them both down, as if they weighed nothing, without saying a single word. Basil yelps and jumps back a step, as the counter shakes from the weight of the two, large weapons.


    "What happened to your sword?" asks Fresh, looking up at him from the stairs curiously and a little sadly, seeing that his weapon is gone.


    The back of his metal helmet scrapes against his armor as he turns his head a few inches to face her in a quick, sharp movement, the single eye facing her is wide and possessed, shining out from the shadows of his obscured face with an ominous spark. "I killed monsters."


    "Oh…" she scratches her cheek. "I could have just repaired it for you again?"


    "Impossible," is all that he states as he slaps a single gold Obol down in front of a terrified Basil.


    "Why?" asks Fresh, as he picks up both swords and leaves, not even taking his change.


    "I killed monsters," repeats the man from the sect, as he stomps back towards the dungeon, a greatsword held in both of his hands.


    Basil lets out a deep breath, finally releasing the air in her lungs, her tense shoulders falling slack as the man exits the store.


    "What a hero," says Jubilee, watching the giant vanish into the dungeon.


    "Don’t say that!" cries Basil abruptly, with surprising energy to her voice, her body leaning forward over the counter. "Don’t sully that title!" protests the priestess, her hands pressing down against the wood.


    "Basil…?" asks Fresh, surprised at seeing the priestess’ outburst.


    Jubilee turns around and tilts their head, apparently just as surprised at Basil as Fresh is. "That man there? He’s more respectable than any of those fuck-offs," replies Jubilee, waving the priestess off, who gasps in shock at the statement.


    "That’s beyond crass!" argues Basil. Fresh is surprised that the priestess, who is usually terrified of Jubilee, isn’t backing down now in the least.


    "Zealot," states Jubilee dryly.


    "I am not a zealot! But there are lines!"


    "Not in this shop there aren’t." Jubilee points over their shoulder with their thumb. "There’s the door if you want out." Basil fidgets, but then lowers her gaze.


    Jubilee doesn’t say anything else, dropping the issue and then turning around to adjust the glass-chickens. Fresh scratches her cheek, her gaze wandering back and forth from one of them to the other as she tries to read the room, but fails to do so entirely. "Should I go to town and buy us some lunch?" asks Fresh, hoping to defuse the situation.


    "I’m not hungry, thank you," says Basil, crossing her arms.


    "Pass," says Jubilee.


    Fresh sighs and gets up to go upstairs instead then. She isn’t going to be able to sleep now, even if she wants to. But there are other things to do. "Basil, please start buying green mushroom-caps whenever they come in, okay?"


    Basil looks up towards her and nods. "Okay."


    Closing and locking the door behind herself, she sets to work, wanting to make a large batch of stamina-potions for the store, as well as a series of small, non-adventury tools. Locking herself in the pantry, she looks at her new storage boxes with some small pride and makes a mental note to finish the walls in this room next time, when she gets the chance. But today she just wants to make new wares for the shop.


    The stamina-potions are quick to make as she still has a decent amount of the green cap left. Since she is making a mixture of normal and high-quality potions, she is getting more out of each cap than before. Apparently, having a higher crafting skill not only makes the items themselves better, but also makes the crafting process itself more efficient. Fresh thinks, trying to remember back. Before, she was getting about two to three minor soul-potions from a blue cap. Now, with some luck, if they all turned out with a good quality, she could make four from a single cap. The normal soul-potions cost more to make than the minor ones and so averaged in at about one potion less per cap.


    The same applies to her antidotes now, which she is really happy about, as they were her first big idea.


    The craftsman’s hammers are the easiest thing to make. Half of an iron-bar and some solid wood is enough for one. Taking some of their glue, she mixes it in with a few drops of an antidote for color, making a bright, tannish colored tincture that she dips the handles into, giving the porous wood a sleek, hard feeling as if it were coated in a dried resin. Then, she places the hammerhead onto the wet thing, setting it down onto the floor to use her ability.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Hammer]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Hammer](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A small, iron-headed hammer with a stubby, wooden grip.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.45kg
          

          	
            Durability: 50/50
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    The girl smiles, looking at the little hammer. She had made one like this the other day, but the tincture coating the handle, that is now dried, gives the material a sleek, sheen look and while she isn’t quite sure just yet, she feels like it will make the wood more durable as well as more exciting to look at.


    Using the other half of the iron-bar, she splits it into a further half and then flattens both pieces with her abilities, setting them on top of each other and holding her hands above the two small sheets of pressed metal.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Scissors]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Scissors](Normal)

          
        


        
          	
            A large pair of sharp scissors with sleek iron blades.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.24kg
          

          	
            Durability: 50/50
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh looks at the pair of scissors in her hands, feeling a great pride at seeing her own newest creation.


    "Making things really is satisfying," she beams to herself, closing the scissors and listening to the satisfyingly sharp snapping sound they make. Smiling, she opens and closes them a few more times, just for emphasis. Fresh spends the next few hours making as many of those three different items as she can manage.


    "I need to work more," mumbles the girl to herself, blinking with her tired eyes. Something is coming, maybe not today. Maybe not this week or even this month. But somewhere, somewhere in the world or in the cosmic planes beyond it, great gears are turning.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Scissors]
          
        

      
    


    


    She sets the next pair of scissors down, straining herself greatly to pull over another iron-bar. She has to prepare. They needed to be prepared. Power. Power is what keeps people safe in this world, right? She thinks of the man from the sect, untouched by the church simply due to his own individual power.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Scissors]
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh sets the scissors down onto the pile, the clanking metal reminding her of the sound of coins. The merchants’ guild has power, not through sheer brute strength, but through money. Through influence. Through connections.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Stamina-potion]
          
        

      
    


    


    She swirls the potion around in her hands, looking at the matte glass. The only reason this venture has been possible is because of her friend. There is a power in that too, having friends. Fresh sets the bottle down to the side, continuing her work as she thinks. She needs to get ready for whatever is on the distant horizon. She needs to become stronger and more capable. But she just isn’t quite sure how to, just yet.


    The girl purses her lips, reaching out to grab another piece of glass.


    She’s not going to let this life slip out of her hands. No matter what it takes. No matter what she has to do. Fresh promises herself that.

  


  Chapter 76: Summer Days


  
    It’s a new day and Fresh sits outside on a bench, near the entrance plaza to the city. The summer sun is shining brightly already this early in the morning. She looks up towards the sky with lazy eyes, feeling the warmth fall down onto her face. The sun seems to rise a little earlier each and every day, as they move away from the spring.


    "It’s getting hot," she mutters to herself, closing her eyes and listening to the sounds of summer coming to surround her. The city seems to be coming alive earlier and earlier every day as well, not only the birds and the cicadas, but the people too. Adventurers rush past her in all directions, heading into stores and down the way towards the dungeon. The streets are fuller than they had been at this time, only a few weeks ago.


    "Good morning!" calls out a chipper voice.


    Fresh turns her head and looks at Basil, who is standing next to her. "Good morning, Basil! You’re out early," notes Fresh.


    "I was about to say the same thing," says the priestess. "May I?" she asks, perhaps simply out of politeness, as she sits down at the same time next to Fresh, before she gets an answer. Fresh just nods and scoots to the side.


    She looks back up towards the sky, watching the early morning clouds drift on by, her mind distracted by an odd quiet and numbness, perhaps due to the summer heat that was making her a little drowsy. Something jangles next to her and without looking away, she realizes that Basil has bought herself another piece of jewelry which she is playing with, another bracelet.


    "How are you enjoying the work so far, Basil?" asks Fresh.


    Basil looks at her. "Hmm? Oh. I like it a lot!" says the priestess, following her eyes up towards the morning sky. "What are you looking at?"


    "The sky," says the girl, lazily. "I know it’s not as exciting as adventuring, but I’m glad you’re with us," notes Fresh.


    "Of course," replies the priestess. "It’s a little weird for me too, but I appreciate the opportunity."


    "Mm…" says Fresh, lost in her eye’s dreamy wandering over the fluffy, light, summer clouds.


    Basil fidgets. "Can I ask you something? About the shop?"


    "What?" asks Fresh, blinking and looking back down at the priestess who is fumbling with her hands, the bracelet on her wrist jangling. A small cart rolls by them heading down a side road, away from the entryway plaza. The anqa, attached to the front of it, shoots a deathly glare her way as it passes.


    "Don’t you want people to like you?" asks Basil.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, tilting her head at the odd thing the priestess asked. "Sure," she nods, not quite understanding Basil’s question.


    The priestess looks up at her. "Then why do you make such… macabre things? You know… the bones and the dark-elemental equipment. It’s rather… unsavory." The priestess looks away. "People get uncomfortable. But you also make a lot of really nice things! Like the holy enchantments and the potions. So… why?"


    Fresh looks back towards the sky, lifting her hand into the air to watch the sunlight streaming through her fingers. Memories of her vision from the bad dream return to her, yet don’t disturb her mind which has found peace in the warm summer morning. She wonders, is Basil asking because she’s genuinely curious herself, or if she’s digging deeper into their life at the behest of the church higher-ups. Maybe it’s a little of both? The girl tilts her head, watching a ray of light come down her way, the warm beam touching her clammy skin, which never quite seems to get warm anymore.


    She ponders for a while and decides to ask Basil something else instead, unable to come up with a ‘safe’ answer that Jubilee would approve of. "Basil? Why did you used to be afraid of the dark?"


    Basil fidgets, pulling her knees and feet together as she scuffs her boots over the ground. "You should know," says Basil, looking down to the ground. "You’re from the south. So you should know about…" the priestess fumbles with her hands. "- about it," finishes the priestess with a quietness, as if her uttering of the words would call a great evil onto them both, even out here in the bright summer sunlight.


    Fresh tilts her head, before looking back towards the sky above, not sure what the priestess means. But she is unable to ask any further without revealing her own lies. "Sorry, I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable, Basil."


    The two of them stare in opposite directions, sitting in a tense silence for a while. Fresh, gazing up towards the sky and Basil, gazing down to the ground, past her tightly clenched hands.


    "Is that why you’re scared of the dark too?" asks Basil timidly.


    Fresh shakes her head, lowering her hand as a cloud comes to drift over the sun, blocking it out for a while. "I’m not scared of the dark, Basil." She lifts a finger, explaining. "I’m scared of what’s in it."


    The two of them meet eyes, her sentence having entirely different meanings for the both of them.


    "That’s why I became a priestess," explains Basil, looking away. "To help keep the light burning in people, you know?" she asks. "I’m not very strong or big or anything like that… this is all I can do. But I want to do it. I want to be able to help, when people need me-" Basil stares down the way, towards the gate leading out of the city, towards the lush green grass beyond, having stopped her own sentence rather abruptly. The two of them are quiet for a while, just sitting there, listening to the sounds of the city. "He was really happy about the sword. Thank you."


    Fresh scratches her cheek and looks back up towards the cloudy sky, not sure what else to say or where else to look. "Yeah."


    Another cart rolls by, pulled by an anqa that shoots her an equally as dirty look as the first one as it quickly passes. Fresh’s eyes follow it down the way and the girl sighs, getting up. This is such a beautiful day and this gloomy mood between them simply won’t do. It’s bad enough that she has to be sad and scared at night, but she won’t accept it during the day too. She won’t accept the priestess’ mood, which is a stark contrast to her pristine, shining robe either. Basil looks up at Fresh who is standing next to her and holding out her hands to help the priestess get up. "Come on, Basil! Let’s go to work!" says Fresh with a smile. "I’ll get us some breakfast!"


    Basil smiles in return, perhaps relieved herself and then takes her hands, getting up off of the bench, apparently not even having noticed that Fresh had entirely ignored her question about the weapons. It looks like she got away with it.


    The day kicks off with a large rush. Repairs seem to come in at a steady pace again, though the sale of lanterns is slowing down a lot, now that the most excited customers had already gotten theirs. Especially since parties often shared one or two lanterns between all of themselves.


    "It’s really coming together," says Jubilee, taking a moment to admire the full shelves of the store, as well as the full crowd. Now that they have their stamina-potions, hammers and scissors added to their stock as well, the store really is becoming an interesting place to look around. The adventurers seemed curious about the former item, but the latter two only moved sparsely.


    "Mm!" says Fresh, grabbing another load of armor to carry upstairs, her back as sore as ever. Halfway up the stairs, she stops and looks down to the red-wizard who is just coming in excitedly, running towards the shelves and ogling the stamina-potions with a glimmering sparkle in her eyes.


    Fresh listens in to the conversations happening down below, trying to focus on any of the tidbits she can pick out from the barrage of voices.


    "- Stamina regeneration?"


    "It’s another combined potion!"


    "- telling you! There are ghosts! I heard the scream! There was even a light a few -"


    The elf rolls her eyes. "Stop being a baby, why do you tell me about that every time we come here?"


    "Because it’s t -!"


    Fresh tilts her head, losing track of the voices. Shrugging to herself, she goes up inside and stows away the armor, coming back down to get more. By the time she’s back, the red-wizard is at the counter, bouncing up and down excitedly with two bags full of potions now. Fresh winces, raising a finger.


    "You really shouldn’t drink so m…" she stops, seeing Jubilee glaring up at her. "I mean… I hope you like the new potions, they were your idea, after all!" beams Fresh to the red-wizard, who shares her gleeful expression. Though the wizard’s look is perhaps a little more convincing. Fresh can’t help but notice how oddly sweaty the red-wizard is today, her face is flush and red and almost dripping with perspiration. Must be the heat.


    "Thanks! You guys are the best," says the wizard, practically bouncing up and down on her heels, as if her body were buzzing with electricity. The muscles in her face seem to twitch and spasm ever so slightly around her cheeks.


    "You seem excited today?" asks Fresh curiously, as Jubilee hands the wizard back her change.


    She nods. "Yeah! It’s the new potions! They make me feel great!"


    Fresh tilts her head, thinking for a second as the red-wizard takes her bag to leave. "Aren’t these your first ones?"


    "What? No, I was here earlier and bought five. Anyways, gotta go!" says the caster, zooming out of the store straight towards the dungeon. Five…?


    Fresh’s eyes widen in horror. "Jubilee! Don’t let her drink ten potions! It’s not even midday yet!" She calls out towards the door to the wizard. "Drink some water!"


    Jubilee shrugs indifferently, tossing the coins into the bowl. "If she pays us, I’ll stick a hose right up her ass and pump a barrel of it into her myself," quips Jubilee. "Merchants, remember? We talked about this."


    "Jubileeee~!" cries Fresh in desperation, watching as the wizard enters the dungeon, her body shaking with excitement and energy. Once the wizard vanishes, the girl sighs in defeat, her gaze meeting Basil’s. She can’t help but notice the priestess looking at her rather curiously.


    Laughing nervously, Fresh takes another load of armor and quickly heads upstairs, hoping that the priestess would forgive her for her hypocrisy.


    She stops on her way down, looking into the pantry at the supply of lanterns that she is building up for the giant order. Idly, listening to the buzzing of excited voices from below, she stares at the lanterns as an idea slowly starts to form in her mind. She wants Basil to like her, huh?


    Fresh smiles, she might just know exactly how to make that happen.


    Running downstairs, she looks over the adventurers for one that has a bottle of ectoplasm and then buys it off of them, right there on the sales floor, before quickly rushing back upstairs, ignoring Jubilee’s watchful and suspicious eyes on her back.


    Setting to work, Fresh grabs her materials and begins making a new lantern, taking the time to make the metal frame a little more intricate than usual. The normal ones only have a simple iron frame. But this one, she is opting to use her crafting skills to engrave a little. She spends a while, carving small creatures and sigils and animals like anqas into the body of the lantern, onto three of its four shutters. Then, on the last one, she sets to work, making her masterpiece.


    Fresh isn’t too sure about religious iconography in this world. But the ‘flavor’ of the church is at the very least, a familiar concept to her as it was akin to the churches present in her old life and Basil, as a priestess will surely like this, right?


    Fresh smiles brightly, if only for herself. "It’s going to be perfect!" The girl sets to work, filling the last shutter with a large engraving of a detailed depiction of a floating, white-robed angel, with its arms spread out wide in a healing and welcoming gesture. The little creatures engraved down below it, encased in a small light, as she carves thin channels into the shutter that gives the drawing the appearance, as if the radiant glow seeping through the slits were coming from it.


    Mixing the usual ingredients together, she takes some of her white, glowing purification mixture and slowly mixes it into the soul-potion and burnt-fern concoction, together with a few droplets of ectoplasm. Thankfully she had learned over time that the fern only needs to be a little burnt, which made making the lanterns a lot easier, since she doesn't have to go into the dungeon every time to avoid a fire-hazard.


    The potion mixture filling the lantern shines brightly, the concoction turning from the cool, blue glow to a much warmer, almost white tone. Holding her hands above the half-finished item, she closes her eyes and concentrates, not too sure what she’s doing exactly. The idea just sort of comes to her, as she listens to the voices downstairs, as she listens to the babbling fountain, trickling loudly outside on the plaza. The bubbling of the water is almost like a whisper into her ears, like a voice that is guiding her.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Witch-Crafting: Enchanted-lantern]
          
        

      
    


    


    Opening her eyes in excitement, Fresh spins the lantern around, sealing it shut and putting the entire construct together. "Afraid of the dark, huh?" Her smile grows smug as the girl feels a warm pride in her chest, as she looks at the imprint of a guardian angel, shining out on the body of the lantern.


    "Not anymore!"
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            A waterproof, magical-lantern made out of iron and a thin layer of crystal glass. The inside is filled with an enchanted liquid that glows with ever-present shine, day or night


            Imbued with a deep-set holy energy, this lantern radiates pure emotions and repels any form of darkness.

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: The leaking holy energy of this light does 1 HOLY damage to any DARK creatures within 12 meters once every three seconds.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: The lantern doesn’t need to be held and will float at your side. 
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            Color: Moonlight-White

          
        

      
    


    


    Excited, she watches as the lantern rises up into the air on its own, floating. "Basil will love this!" says Fresh, clenching her fists and bobbing on her heels, just like the red-wizard had done before. She gets up, grabbing hold of the floating lantern and rushes out, moving towards the downstairs to give Basil her present.

  


  Chapter 77: A quiet night


  
    Fresh stops at the door to the downstairs area, looking at the lantern and tilting her head, as her own thoughts stop her in her tracks.


    "Maybe this is too much?"


    The girl taps her chin, thinking. This is obviously an expensive item and she put so much work into it… is that creepy? Is she being creepy? Fresh turns around, looking down the upstairs corridor towards Jubilee’s room. Didn’t she want to make something for Jubilee? Fresh crosses her arms and leans against the wall, the lantern floats next to her, bobbing up and down.


    "Jubilee’s already jealous…" she mutters, not entirely sure if that’s true, but it might be. Wouldn’t it be unfair of her to give something like this to Basil, especially in front of Jubilee? Fresh tilts her head. She just doesn’t understand these sorts of social situations at all. At the very least, her excited mood is ruined now. Walking towards her room, she goes inside and grabs the lantern out of the air, setting it down.


    It rises back up as she turns to walk away.


    "Stay there," says the girl, placing it back down onto the floor of her room and then walking to the door. The lantern rises up again, following after her. She purses her lips, grabbing it and setting it down again, trying to scoot to the door before it can catch up with her.


    She doesn’t manage. The lantern bumps against her back, coming to a stop. Fresh sighs and looks around for an idea. She quickly finds it, a small iron chain that she had been using for crafting and then forgot in her pocket once. It eventually landed on her floor and it had been laying there ever since, as she hasn’t had time to properly clean since they opened the store. Grabbing it, she ties one end around the handle of the lantern and then the other around her bedpost.


    "Stay there!" calls Fresh and runs outside, closing the door behind herself. She wants to do something for Basil, sure. But maybe she really should put Jubilee first. Though, she rubs her head, maybe she’s just reading far too deeply into the dynamics of her friendships?


    The word makes her stop for a moment and she smiles as she looks out of the upstairs corridor window that hangs over the backstreets beyond the dungeon plaza. If this is a ‘problem’ that she is having, then maybe her new life is pretty good after all? For the first time, she takes a moment to just look out of the window and admires the tight, weaving world behind it. The narrow alleys winds off in several directions, all of which she has never explored.


    "What does Jubilee even like?" Sure, she’s bought some things for the house and done some work here and there. There was the new mattress too. But… she wants to make something. "Hmm…"


    Lost for now, Fresh simply heads downstairs to see if there is anything left for her to help with.


    The rest of the day is fairly uneventful, apparently the crowd never returned after the usual midday lull. The sun is coming out more and more, which apparently makes things uncomfortable for adventurers. Fresh had never really considered it before, but she supposes since most of them are either going to or coming from the dungeon, they were all dressed in armor of some kind, apart from the casters. That made dwelling in the summer heat a nightmare, let alone shopping. Maybe that’s why the mornings are so much more active than they used to be.


    "Good night, Basil!" calls out Fresh to Basil who runs down the street, heading home in a hurry as the clouds above them seem to have started leaking droplets of water. Fresh only now realizes how unfortunate bad weather must be for priests and priestesses with their white cloth robes. Basil is too far away to respond, but waves over her shoulder.


    "Storm’s coming," says Jubilee as she closes the door.


    "Agaaaain?" moans Fresh. "Does it always rain here this much?"


    Jubilee tilts their head. "Late spring to early summer? Yeah? Have you ever been outside before?"


    Fresh sighs, not sure how to answer that. The girl stops in her tracks and shudders, a chill running up her back as a sudden wind outside sweeps down the street, the gale seemingly blowing away the summer heat in an instant, as it seeps through the cracks in the walls. She looks behind herself, glaring down at the draft that creeps just past her ears and ankles, as if mocking her for her failure to keep it at bay.


    "Jubilee?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah?"


    "What kind of stuff do you like?"


    Jubilee looks up the counter, gazing at her warily. "Huh?"


    "You know? Like…" Fresh thinks for a moment. "What do you like doing? What do you like thinking about? What’s -"


    Jubilee interrupts. "- If you ask me what my favorite color is, you’re closing the store on your own tonight." Fresh quickly closes her mouth and stands there. Jubilee looks back down to the ledger, continuing their calculations for the day.


    Rain starts to fall outside. Lightly at first, but then the wind picks up and the downpour seems to fall harder still. Not only on its own, but also through the pelting of the gale storm that smashes the droplets against the windows. Fresh rubs her arms. "It always gets so cold here at night, even in summer," she remarks.


    "Yeah?" says Jubilee. "Sharp senses as always. That’s what night is, dummy." Fresh sighs. Jubilee is being snarky again. Giving up for now, the girl sets to work, restocking the shelves. The two of them work in silence for a while.


    "Do you need another blanket?" asks Jubilee, rather suddenly after a good half hour has passed.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh in surprise, looking over towards Jubilee who broke the quiet.


    "A blanket, goo-brain, do you need another one? For your bed?" asks Jubilee, not looking up from the book. Though Fresh notices that they aren’t even writing anymore. Jubilee is just sitting there with the pen and their eyes both down onto the page. Fresh tilts her head, surprised at Jubilee’s asking.


    Her eyes grow wide. "Will you make me one?!" she asks, clenching her fists in front of herself.


    "What?" Jubilee looks up now, their eyes more than skeptical. "I have blankets. You can just -"


    "I want you to make me one!" protests the girl. "Pleeeeease?"


    "Why…?"


    "So I won’t have any bad dreams and wake you up again," explains Fresh, making something up on the spot that sounds believable. In truth she just wants one in the hopes that maybe Jubilee will open up a little more. It’s nice to feel needed, after all.


    At this thought, Fresh has a sudden realization. Her eyes scan her friend up and down as she thinks she understands Jubilee’s extra snarkiness as of late.


    "I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that." Jubilee fidgets uncomfortably, but then relents. "Fine, I’ll make you a blanket, you giant baby."


    Fresh smiles, her somewhat manipulative scheme has been successful. She returns to her work, finishing up for the night. The storm begins raging outside, the heavy winds and rains accompanied now by the familiar crescendo of rolling thunder. The clashing in the sky and the water streaming down the glass windows remind her of the promise of the bad dream. That this is all temporary, this is all fleeting. If anything at all in her life was a dream, it was th-


    Stomping over to the window, the girl slams the shutters tightly shut in protest, making a show out of it, so that the storm will see that it isn’t welcome here and that neither are the pessimistic thoughts it’s trying to imprint on her.


    The rest of their work finishes quickly, as they are more than versed in this routine now and the two of them head upstairs to go to bed, the upstairs window rattling behind the shutters, as if sharp fingers were tapping against it. Like a haunting spirit asking to be let inside.


    "Go away, ghosts!" yells Fresh at the window.


    "What the fuck are you talking about?" asks Jubilee, looking back at her from their bedroom door.


    Fresh looks over to them. "I was talking to the ghosts."


    "There aren’t any ghosts, goo-brain. Even if there were, Basil made a seal, remember?"


    "Oh yeah," Fresh smiles a smug smile at the window and at any ghosts that may or may not lie beyond it, this night is hers. Thunder cracks outside and she jolts together and quickly hurries to her door. "Good night, Jubilee!"


    "Good night."


    Fresh opens her door, stepping a foot inside of her room. She turns her head, looking back at Jubilee who is still standing there in their own door. She blinks. Thunder cracks outside again, louder than before. The girl looks inside of her room, towards the floating lantern that slowly begins to rise back up and then back towards Jubilee behind her. Fresh really does think that she understands now.


    "Jubileee~?"


    "Yeah?" asks Jubilee.


    "Can I sleep in your room tonight?" asks Fresh. "Pleeease~?"


    Jubilee turns around, walking inside of their room without any further protests. "I’d say no, but I don’t want you to wet the bed because you had a bad dream again."


    She pulls her door shut, walking into Jubilee’s room. "That’s not what happened!"


    "Sure looked like it to me," says Jubilee, setting to work, pulling the mattress off of the bed to make the room divider.


    Fresh relents, letting Jubilee have this victory. After all, her friend is feeling insecure about themself. This is her realization. With a little money, the store could practically run itself without Jubilee. After all, Fresh makes every single item of theirs, except the bags. Sure, Jubilee made the glass for their potions. But at this point, she could afford to buy glass if she really needed to. Same with an extra person to run the counter. She understands that Jubilee had realized this too, probably far earlier than she had, since they did the math every night. If Fresh really, really wanted to, she could run this entire operation without Jubilee, with a little money and charm.


    Their plan of Jubilee going into the dungeon to find things for her to make simply never worked out in the end, it wasn’t an economical use of their time when they were needed here and the adventurers would simply bring them all of their materials and then some anyways.


    Five minutes later, Fresh lays on her pile of blankets on one side of the upright mattress and Jubilee lays on the bare box-spring on the other side. The storm rattles on outside, the winds howling as they shear along the glass beyond the shutters.


    "Jubileee~?" starts Fresh, wanting to ask a question.


    "What?"


    "I’m glad I went left."


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    "Ah, nevermind. Uh… what’s your favorite color?"


    "Go to sleep, goo-brain," calls a tired voice from the other side of the ‘wall’.


    "Jubileee~?"


    Jubilee sighs. "What?"


    "Can we get a kitchen?"


    "…For what?"


    "Because I want to make us some real food, so we don’t always have to eat street food and dried stuff!"


    "You think I trust you around fire?"


    Fresh shrugs, perhaps only to herself. "Then you can help me cook things! We can make things together! Like for our breakfasts." Jubilee doesn’t respond with more than an unsure groan. "Please?"


    Jubilee groans again.


    "Pleeeeease~?"


    "Are we fucking married or something? Just go to sleep," says Jubilee. "We’ll talk about it in the morning."


    "Promise?" asks Fresh.


    "Sure. Promise. Good night," says her friend dryly.


    "Good night, Jubilee!" Fresh pulls her blanket up and rolls to her side, huddling into a ball and closes her eyes, listening to the storm outside that seems to be just a little further away than it was while she was outside of the room. A deep exhalation leaves her, as her body starts to fall slack.


    "Green," says a voice from across the room.


    Fresh smiles, huddling together as she falls asleep.

  


  Chapter 78: Sun day


  
    Lazy birdsong fills the summer air, together with the trickle of slowly dripping water which leaks out of the fountain. The stream dribbles down into the basin with a constant, quiet splashing. Fresh stands outside, just behind the dungeon-gate, as she stares down at her own reflection in the calm pool of water that shimmers in the light of the early morning sunrise. Jubilee was already gone when she had gotten up, Fresh assumes that they’re running around town. Maybe Jubilee is getting them breakfast again?


    Her stomach growls. "I hope so," sighs the girl, sinking a glass flask into the water and then taking a long drink out of it, emptying out its glistening crystal content into herself. The water of the fountain, despite sitting out in the open and under the light of the sun all day every day, somehow always remained clear and crisp and pure. Basil had told her that it was the church who blessed the fountain, but Fresh isn’t sure if she believes that.


    Looking up towards the back of the giant gate, she sees that the fountain is simply a part of it. There is no separation between the back of the fountain and it, as if the entire construction had been ornately hewn out of a single giant rock. If this fountain really is blessed, it’s likely in her eyes that this happened long before the church or anyone else ever got here. Fresh stretches, rising up to her toes with her arms in the air.


    Her lower back pops and she jolts forward, holding herself upright with a palm against the rim of the fountain, as the sharp ache shoots through her body.


    "Back pain?" asks a voice from next to her, the water splashing as they reach in to collect some of it. Fresh looks over, seeing the heavily burn-scarred, elven barkeeper from the adventurers’ guild. "Try some spriggan sap. It’s a little expensive and a little messy, but it helps," suggests the elf, splashing her face with some water with her cupped hands.


    "Good morning!" calls Fresh. "I haven’t seen you around in a while."


    The elf rubs her face on a small cloth she’s holding. "Yeah. Summer is when the guild gets busy, lots of travelers coming through, so I’m pulling extra shifts," sighs the woman. "But I hear you guys are doing the same too." The barkeeper thinks for a second. "Can I ask you something weird?"


    "Sure?" says Fresh, refilling her bottle again a second time.


    "If you wanted to become a merchant, why did you even bother joining the adventurers’ guild?"


    Fresh smiles, thinking for a moment as she looks at her own reflection. "I was just kind of going with the flow, you know?" she says. "Honestly, I had no idea what I was doing." She looks over to the barkeeper, her face somewhat troubled. "I got really scared when Jubilee told me about the debt. You guys really should be more open about stuff like that. I had no idea what was happening."


    The elf fidgets, rubbing the back of her head. "I mean, everyone kind of knows? There’s a sign by the door too."


    "I didn’t know. You could have warned me," says the girl, not wanting to pout this early in the morning, but still feeling a little annoyed at the barkeeper who she wants to like, but she isn’t sure if she should. But the elf is nice at least and she doesn’t want to be rude. "With more than a tiny sign."


    The barkeeper sighs. "You walked past the sign, went up to the bar, you got the shot. That’s how the system works."


    "The system is dumb," argues Fresh, downing another sip of water.


    The barkeeper looks around nervously, checking if anyone has heard her. The elf takes a few steps forward, coming closer to Fresh and lifts a hand, whispering nervously into her ear. It’s an odd thing to notice right now, but Fresh can’t help but smell that the barkeeper smells strongly of a very woody perfume. "Be careful with your words. Things are the way they are for a reason."


    "What do you mean?" asks Fresh.


    "Look, I hear a lot of things -"


    "Don’t you just hear that sad singing all day?" ponders Fresh, looking at the woman’s long ears.


    The elf clears her throat. "Listen. I’m serious. You’re stepping on people’s feet. Powerful people." The barkeeper steps back, walking away, as a group of adventurers round the gate. "Money alone isn’t enough, if you want to survive until winter."


    Fresh walks after the barkeeper who is clearly trying to get away from her.


    "Why are you telling me this?"


    "To make myself feel better," says the barkeeper, lifting a hand to gesture for her to stop. The burn-scarred elf vanishes around the other side of the gate, likely heading down towards the adventurers’ guild to get to work for the day. Fresh tilts her head, looking back down towards her own reflection in the fountain.


    She spends the next hour running around town, fulfilling her usual morning errands which really only consist of finding food and maybe buying some fabric or some feathers now and then, for bags and arrows. She isn’t sure if Jubilee is out buying food, but in the worst case, they’d just have to have two breakfasts. Truly it’s a harsh world.


    The streets are already starting to fill with crowds of adventurers, as the busy hive of the inner city explodes to life. Dozens of faces fill the streets, as if lured out by the warm sounds of nature and happy voices, mixing in together with the alluring smells of hot breads and fresh cuts of meat that drift through the air, enticing anyone that they can reach.


    On her way back home, Fresh finds a little nook of a tea-store that she has never seen before and buys a few bundles of summer teas. She has no idea what many of these are, as apparently some of them are made with higher level plants than she is able to identify with her botany ability, so she simply asks the nice old man behind the counter for what he recommends.


    Humming, with a full bag, she comes back home and steps inside, looking around. "Jubileee~?" she asks, calling to see if her friend had come back yet.


    Fresh’s eyes look up in surprise, as Basil comes down the stairs. The woman is covered in sweat and grime, her white robe is stained with dirt, together with her sticky, red face as she strains to carry a heavy box down the staircase. She sets it down onto the counter, taking a deep breath and then sneezing loudly into her sleeve.


    "Good morning, Basil!" Fresh tilts her head, trying to hide her nervousness. "What are you doing?"


    Basil groans, rubbing her sweaty face on her still somewhat clean sleeve. "Good morning! I’m helping to clear out the kitchen."


    "The what?" asks Fresh.


    Basil tilts her head, shrugging. "The kitchen? Jubilee told me to throw this stuff away." The priestess sneezes again.


    "Bless you."


    "Thanks. Not to be rude, but you guys should really do some spring cleaning."


    "It’s summer, Basil," replies Fresh, thinking.


    "Yeah…" says the sweaty priestess, leaning forward in defeat as she looks at the heavy, dusty box. Fresh is already rushing past her. The kitchen?


    She stops on the stairs, coming back down and places a hand on the priestess’ shoulder. "You’re doing a really good job, Basil. Thank you! I promise I’ll make it up to you!"


    Basil looks back. "Of course, ah -" she waves her arms around. "Please don’t touch me. I’m all sweaty and gross."


    Fresh runs up the stairs, waving down to her. "I don’t think so, that just means you’re working hard!" Looking at the upstairs corridor, she hears a rattling of metal against metal coming from the second door, the one just after the pantry. The door, which has been sealed until now, is wide open. Excitedly, she runs towards it and looks inside.


    Jubilee is down on the ground, digging around in a cabinet and rummaging through a stack of old pots and pans. The room is about twice the size of the pantry. On the right, is an old, small wooden table with some chairs. The rest of the room is lined with kitchen countertops and shelves, together with an old metal stove in the center of the room, a long pipe leading up towards the third floor, where it likely goes higher through the ceiling. There isn’t exactly a sink. But there is a metal basin of sorts, at least.


    "Jubileeeee~!" shouts Fresh in excitement, as her friend pulls their head out of the cabinets, but then sticks it back in a moment later as they keep rummaging.


    "Morning," says Jubilee rather dryly, as emotionally distant as always.


    She runs inside, looking at the old kitchen that had always been here. She supposes it makes sense. If this was a party’s headquarters once, however many people they were, they had to eat too. Presumably more than just street food and dried provisions.


    "This is great! Does this mean we can use this now?" asks Fresh giddily.


    "If it gets you to stop nagging me, yeah," says Jubilee, pulling an old pot out and setting it on a pile to the side.


    "Hug?" asks Fresh, holding her arms out wide.


    "Only if you want me to stick you head-first into the oven," snaps Jubilee, pulling out another old, worn-through pan with heavy rust spots. "Go hug Basil, I’m sure she’ll let you, if you pay her extra."


    Basil clears her throat, standing in the door. "That’s a rather gaudy thing to say," says the priestess, clearly offended, crossing her arms. Though, looking at her, Fresh assumes it’s mostly to hide the patches of sweat under her long sleeves, rather than out of protest.


    "The only gaudy thing here is your jewelry," says Jubilee, pulling out another old pot. Basil fidgets, pulling her sleeves down over her bracelets.


    Fresh raises a finger. "I like your jewelry, Basil. It’s pretty. Jubilee is just cranky."


    "Thanks," says the priestess, smiling at her, as she goes to collect more of the items to dispose of. Fresh sets to work, tearing open the window that likely hasn’t been open in years. The old material creaks and groans, squeaking loudly as she opens it.


    Immediately, a draft blows inside, surging in through the open window and rushing down the corridor, down the stairs and out of the open downstairs window. All three of them stand there quietly in the kitchen for a minute, feeling the summer draft waft over them. The sounds of the busy, lively world outside acting as a promise, that no matter what darkness or uncertainty lies in the future, that today at least is going to be a beautiful day.


    The trickling voice of the fountain out on the plaza almost seems to reassure that.

  


  Chapter 79: Heatwave


  
    "It’s so hooot~" groans Fresh. Her body is slumped forward over the counter. Her head rests down on top of the wooden surface, her arms limply dangling out over the other side. Basil stands next to her, the priestess fanning herself with a sheet of paper. She doesn’t respond with anything more than a deep exhalation. Fresh opens her eyes, looking at the sweat stains on Basil’s robe. She supposes it must be pretty warm in that outfit. Then again…


    Her eyes wander to her own long, black sleeves.


    - It’s probably just as warm as her own. So… pretty warm.


    "Jubileeee~" whines Fresh, rolling her head the other way to look at Jubilee, who is sitting on the stairs. "It’s hooot~" complains the girl to them, as if they hadn’t heard her the first time.


    "Yeah," is all that Jubilee says, spreading their hands behind themselves and leaning back against the steps.


    "Mhm," agrees Basil, continuing to fan herself.


    The noise of buzzing cicadas is the only sound in the air. Not even birds sing anymore, the small creatures having long since retreated into the shade, deep inside of the trees. The only people in the streets are common-folk in cloth clothing and the occasional caster. But anyone who has anything more than that to wear has either long since vanished into the cool, underground dungeon and planned to spend the entire day there, or simply never left their homes to begin with. There hasn’t been a single customer for hours, past the initial morning rush. As soon as the sun came out in full force during the later morning, everyone more or less vanished, leaving the three of them sitting there with entirely idle, damp hands.


    "Hey Basil," says Fresh listlessly.


    "…What?" asks Basil, clearly straining herself to talk. The paper rustling in her hands as she continues to fan herself.


    "Chicken-butt."


    Jubilee sighs an exhausted sigh and Fresh does the same, despite the joke having been her own. Basil tilts her head, but then just sighs as well. "Mhm," says Basil.


    "Yeah," says Fresh.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee, as the three of them stay just as they are, entirely motionless and stationary, as if all of them, except for Basil’s fanning hand, had been frozen in time.


    It’s hot.


    The transition from early summer to what certainly feels like mid-summer, despite it not being that, has been sudden, to say the least. "Is this what summer is always like here?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee plainly.


    "Mhm," says Basil, not wanting to or simply not having the energy to open her mouth.


    The three of them listen to the humming song of a single, buzzing cicada outside, which seems to be particularly close to the shop. Fresh looks over to Jubilee again. She bets they’re warm under all of their clothes too. "We should go swimming," suggests the girl.


    "Pass," says Jubilee.


    Basil shakes her head. "It would be inappropriate."


    Fresh sighs. She supposes Jubilee doesn’t want to take off their clothes. As for Basil, well, she supposes the priestess doesn’t want to take off her clothes either. She thinks for a moment, realizing that she doesn’t even have a bathing suit herself, if those even exist here. Maybe the same argument applies for herself as well, then.


    Groaning, Fresh pushes herself up, planting her hands onto the counter as she rises to her feet and wobbles up the stairs, past Jubilee who doesn’t move an inch. A moment later, she comes back down with three empty glass bottles in hand, and walks outside towards the fountain, neither of her friends saying a word.


    The sunlight crashes down against her face the moment she steps out of the shade of the building. Immediately, she lifts her hands up to her face and blocks out the shining rays, stopping them from piercing into her eyes.


    "It’s so bright," sighs the girl, forcing herself to walk through the heat towards the fountain. The black fabric of her dress begins becoming hot immediately and she regrets stepping outside only a few seconds later, before she’s even half-way to the fountain.


    Finally reaching her goal, after what felt like a long, arduous journey, she retreats behind the shade of the gate, leaning forward against the fountain and taking a deep breath. Then, filling up the bottles, she is pleased to find that the fountain water is at least somewhat cool.


    With a tired gaze, she looks back across the plaza to the door of the shop, which seems so impossibly far away now. It’s as if she were gazing over a vast, endless desert. Fresh purses her lips, pushing herself back up to her feet, the three glass bottles clinking as she holds them against her body. She has to make this journey back for her friends, they’re counting on her.


    Putting all of her willpower into it, the girl steps back out into the sunlight and moves as fast as she dares, back towards the shop, the light of the sun cooking the left half of her body this time.


    "I got us some water," says Fresh, lacking her usual excitement as she comes back inside. Placing the bottles down, she slides one of the glistening glass containers towards Basil and then hands the other one over to Jubilee.


    "Thanks," says Basil, lifting the bottle and holding it against her sweaty forehead, rather than drinking it. Jubilee nods to her, not saying anything and takes the bottle, simply holding onto it.


    Fresh returns to her spot next to Basil, flopping back down onto the counter, just like she was before. The girl closes her eyes. "It’s so hot."


    "Yeah," sighs Jubilee.


    "Mhm," says Basil.


    The rest of the afternoon passes like that. Not a single customer comes into the shop. Not a single piece of equipment comes in to be repaired. None of their potions move. None of the weapons or equipment or lanterns. Nothing. Not even a single glass-chicken. The entire day is just the three of them sitting around idly, not even holding a conversation that lasts longer than a few grunts or nods. Despite her ample free time, Fresh never quite manages to find the energy and motivation to do any more work on the house. Even the excitement of the new kitchen upstairs doesn’t lure her away from the spot on the wooden counter that she is practically glued to.


    Now that summer is here, it’s hard for her to tell what time it is, as the sun sets and rises differently. Even now, in the evening, it’s still just as bright outside as if it were midday. If the bells of the church hadn’t started ringing, echoing out through the quiet city, she would have never known that it is this late in the day.


    The heat never quite entirely subsides, its presence is now a given constant. But as the evening rolls around, the sun does seem to dim just a little, much to their shared relief. It’s about time for them to close and literally nothing has happened all day. Fresh had offered to get them some lunch ready, but neither of her friends had any appetite according to them and in truth, neither did she. It’s just too hot.


    Quietly, as she stares forward out of the door, Fresh hopes that maybe the adventurers will all come to them in a rush at the end of the day, once all of them stream back out of the dungeon, after the sun has retreated a little further.


    But then, as if the universe itself had decided to disprove her theory, slowly, people start trickling out of the dungeon, one after the other, as the parties make their way back to the surface. All of them falter in their exhausted steps, as the blasting heat of the outside world swallows their bodies, which had been submerged down in the cool dungeon all day. Fresh tilts her head, watching them. They aren’t wearing their bags. Some of them she recognizes from this morning, she’s sure she saw them entering the dungeon with them.


    Are they just leaving all of their loot inside?


    More and more entirely exhausted groups begin to exit the dungeon, most of them having likely spent the entire day fighting monsters. None of them make a beeline towards their store. All of them just drag themselves down the street, she assumes that they are heading towards the adventurers’ guild.


    "They’ll be back in the morning," says Jubilee, perhaps reading her expression. Fresh rolls her head over the counter, resting it onto her right ear as she looks at Jubilee, who is still on the staircase. "Nobody wants to bother carrying loot in this heat. They’ll just get their bags tomorrow morning and sell everything while it's still cool outside. It’s a classic summer trick."


    Fresh groans. "Isn’t this terrible for us?"


    "It is," says Jubilee, apparently not too bothered. "But there’s nothing we can do about it, until summer goes away on its own."


    "Can we hire an ice-wizard? To make the store cold?" Basil quietly laughs, quickly covering her mouth and trying to stop herself.


    "Not even we can afford that. Those crystal-flinging goons charge out the ass during summer. Just about all of them are off, hired by the noble estates."


    Fresh sighs. "What about ice-monster drops? Isn’t there anything that’s super cold?"


    Jubilee shakes their head again, getting up off of the stairs. "There are a few things, but I haven’t seen anyone offering us any. Plus they’re in high demand. Ice-drop prices shoot to the moon during summer."


    Basil nods. "I saw a single ice-golem-core on my way here this morning, in a window. It was six-hundred Obols."


    "Six-hundred?!" asks Fresh in surprise. That seems absurdly high for a monster drop.


    "Well yeah, they’re cold as all fuck," says Jubilee. "It’ll only last you a day though, before it melts. So you need a new one every day," they explain. "That’s still cheap. Wait another couple of weeks. They’ll be double that price, when summer really gets going."


    "You mean this isn’t it? It’s going to get worse?" asks Fresh, somewhat worried.


    Jubilee walks to the door, slamming it shut. Nobody is going to come to the store today. "Yeah," says Jubilee plainly, locking the door.


    "Mhm," agrees Basil, patting Fresh on the back.


    The girl sighs in defeat. She has to figure something out. It would be fine if all of their customers come in the morning, if not a little hectic. But months of this lethargy? Even if their business could survive, she isn’t sure if they will. Not because of the threat that the heat poses, but...


    Fresh forces herself upright, feeling bad about having wasted an entire day now. Her eyes scan the store. She could have done so much work. There is so much that still needs to be done.


    What is she doing just sitting around?


    Outside, the cicada’s buzz is entirely undisturbed and indifferent to her worries. Their song heralds the dawn of summer. It’s going to be a real scorcher.

  


  Chapter 80: Moonlighting
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    Fresh’s sleeves are rolled up to her elbows. Her bag, full of potions, is sitting on the stairs as she runs in a circle around floor four of the dungeon. She had just finished clearing the third floor of the dungeon a few minutes ago. After a short break to catch her breath, Fresh made her way down deeper. She’s alone in the dungeon and it’s the middle of the night, she had snuck outside again to go level up on her own. The lantern that she had made for Basil floats at her side. She had decided to take it with herself, if only out of practicality.


    In truth however, she also felt bad for it. The odd construction, floating near her bed, always seemed to want to follow her, but it couldn’t ever escape the chain that she had tied it to. It’s not like the lantern is alive or anything like that, but -


    Her eyes glance over to the silver thing floating at her side, as the monsters chase her around the floor. The depiction of the guardian-angel shimmering with a pale, white light.


    - It’s just that she felt bad for it. It had tugged at her heart-strings, watching it pull against the chain as she tried to leave the room in silence. So she just took it with her. Fresh hopes that Basil will forgive her for using her present, but she’s sure that the priestess wouldn’t mind. It’s not like she even knows about the lantern to begin with.


    Fresh rounds the bend, running past the staircase again as she makes the next loop around the floor, the mush-mushes are a little harder to avoid than the snails. The snails are so slow that she barely has to bother running away from them at all. But they have a little more health than the mush-mushes. None of them really have anything of substance to say. In fact, the snails are even ruder than the mush-mushes. She had no idea that monsters could have such crude ways of expressing themselves. Talking to forest monsters had sounded like a nice idea at first, but the reality is that monsters seemed to have personalities to match their title. In short, they’re jerks.


    Five minutes later. Everything is dead and she swipes her experience-points-screen away, before falling down onto the staircase, getting her weight off of her wobbly legs.


    "It’s going to take a long time," sighs the girl in exhaustion, leaning back against the steps as sweat drips down her forehead. It’s cool and damp down in the dungeon, a welcome change from the oppressive heat of the overworld. But she has work to do. She needs to get stronger. She’s sure that Jubilee would take her to the dungeon, if she asked and pleaded long enough, but she wants to do it herself. Her fingers dig around the bag, pulling out a glass flask filled with water.


    Jubilee can’t always be there to save her. One day, she might need to save Jubilee and she has to be strong enough to do that on her own. The cool water drips down her chin as she drinks it just a little too hastily, coughing and spluttering as she leans forward, striking against her chest as she clears her throat. Fresh looks at the lantern. Water dribbles down its sleek surface, as she spit all over it.


    "Ah! I’m sorry!" She grabs it out of the air, wiping it off on her robe. It simply floats back into place next to her as she lets go again. It’s entirely indifferent.


    Sighing in midnight exhaustion, Fresh gets up and slings her bag back over her shoulder, heading down to floor five. There’s still so much work to do. A vision of the cobalt-armored man from the sect flashes through her mind as she marches towards the next set of stairs. She wonders if he is down here as well, in his own dungeon? ‘Putting in the work’, as the expression goes. She isn’t entirely sure what it is exactly that she should believe in, like he had said. What it is that she should place her faith in, so that she has something to hold on to and to motivate her when the bad times come.


    Her fingers grasp the straps of her bag, pulling it higher onto her shoulders which have become slightly scarred from all of the rubbing and friction of her heavy bag. For now, this will have to do.


    Fresh heads down to floor five, putting in the same effort. After another break, she moves to floor six and looks down the stairs after clearing it. Floor seven has the goblin. She looks at the cursed-dagger on her belt. Considering the amount of teeth she uses, she should be past this point of self-doubt about killing goblins. Yet somehow, she isn’t entirely. As for the dagger itself, it isn’t of much use to her with her current strategy, but she thinks she’s ready to use it if she has to. Downing another stamina-potion, her third one for the night, she takes a deep breath and heads down the staircase.


    Her eyes lock on to the goblin and it rouses itself out of its nap, looking at the intruder. Fresh narrows her eyes, lifting her hand towards it. She hopes it understands that this is nothing personal, she’s just doing what she has to do. The world is going to eat one of them before tonight is over, so in the end it will come down to only one, single thing that determines which one of them will survive; -


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Malediction] !
          
        

      
    


    


    - which of them wants it more.


    Half an hour passes and Fresh falls against the door to the boss-room, gasping for air, her legs trembling and about to give out as she does her best not to look up behind her. So that she doesn’t see the thick, black spot dripping down the steps from just above her. A giant puddle of oily ooze, in which float two small, beady monster eyes, that had been popped out of their sockets.


    She grabs another stamina-potion. Her fifth, as she had one during the chase with the goblin, which was a really fast creature. It took everything she had just to avoid it by a hair’s width. She’s starting to think she understands what the red-wizard meant. Her legs and arms feel jittery, her blood seems to be rushing. She isn’t sure if its a mix of adrenaline and a post-exhaustion burst of energy or just the stimulating effect of the potions, but she’s buzzing with energy, despite her tired and heavy eyes and wobbly legs.


    The boss-room. She looks up towards the door. "How much health does a boss have…?"


    She realizes that she doesn’t know. Jubilee had simply absolutely shredded it with their glass magic. Looking back on it, Fresh realizes that Jubilee is probably really strong, since they basically destroyed the boss with a single attack. It probably would have gone even faster, if she herself hadn’t gotten in the way.


    Fresh smiles, but at least she got Jubilee the flower. So it was worth it. She doesn’t know if she has it in her to run around the boss arena, at least not anymore tonight. Her eyes rise up to the lantern that floats alongside her.


    "I wish I could fly, like you," says Fresh, reaching for the lantern. The moment she places any of her weight on it however, the lantern sinks down immediately. Whatever magic holds it aloft certainly isn’t strong enough to hold any weight, let alone hers. She’ll just have to do it the hard way. But not tonight. Exhausted, she throws the unopened stamina-potion back into the bag after all.


    Getting up, the girl trudges her way back up the dungeon, doing her best to not look at any of the many disembodied eyes along the way, floating, suspended in puddles of black goop. As she then later falls into her bed however, her aversion to the sight of them does little to erase them from the visions playing through her mind’s eye.
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    The next day comes and she forces her way through the morning. Her deep exhaustion apparently not distinguishable from a listlessness born of a heat-caused lethargy, much to her relief. The morning is busy, but then later on, the entire day is just as it was yesterday. Quiet. Hot. Fresh leans over the counter, her face pressing into the wood. No matter how hot it gets however, no matter how sweaty and warm she gets, her skin never seems to get any warmer than a cold, clammy tinge, much to Basil’s abhorrence. The priestess insists on casting a healing spell on her, which only makes her feel even worse because of the inner heat that radiates from her body as the white-magic surges through it.


    "I’m fine, Basil, thank you," says Fresh, somewhat bothered because of her exhausted crankiness, but still happy that the priestess is worried about her. The last puffs of the magic float away from her slack body, which is pressing itself limply against the countertop. Basil isn’t convinced, but relents after noticing that her spell isn’t having any effect at all. Much to Fresh’s relief, healing spells apparently don’t activate her combat menu.


    Despite any of that, she still manages to smile as she looks around at her equally sweaty, listless friends. While she had overslept a little, Jubilee had been putting in extra work to finish up the kitchen. To make it up to them, Fresh had promised to try and make them a real breakfast tomorrow. Basil had gone out of her way as well and brought a small batch of fresh fruits with her when she arrived this morning, the bundle suspiciously missing any signs of anything orange.


    Her eyes wander around the empty store, as she listens to the buzzing cicadas outside. A glint of light reflects off of the body of a glass-chicken that stares her way. Her eyes lock on to its and the two of them stare at each other, sizing the other up.


    "The chicken is judging me," says Fresh quietly to herself.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, leaning back against the stairs again.


    Fresh sighs, pushing herself up off of the counter. She’s tired and exhausted, having only slept an hour or two after running around in the dungeon all night. But there’s still so much work to do. She can’t let the heat stop her again. The glint of the sunlight shining off of the glass body reminds her of that, of the bad dream, of the prophecy. The great dawn is coming, a true dawn and it will wash away any inkling of darkness in the world, when that deistic sun finally rises, when the summoned-hero arrives, as was foretold.


    The girl walks up the staircase, grabbing some wood and other materials from the pantry before she comes back down to continue her work on the walls, sealing them tightly shut. She herself is included in that collection of dark things, whether she likes it or not. She can’t waste another day, no matter how hot it is, no matter how tired she is, no matter how gross it is to work on the dusty, grimy walls in this heat.


    Her fingers dig into the morose wood and she rips the first boards free, setting back to her work of fixing the shop up and making it as nice as she can. She has to be a good example after all, her friends are watching her. ‘It’s just what a good party-leader should do’ is all that she thinks, as she wipes her grimy forehead onto her sleeve, pursing her lips and ripping out another old board from the rotting walls.

  


  Chapter 81: For you


  
    The straw bristles of the broom scratch over the wooden floors of the store as Fresh sweeps through the building. It’s the middle of the day and not much has happened to say the least. She had finished working on the next section of the wall downstairs and is now cleaning up the mess that she herself had made during said work on the house. Jubilee and Basil are both still exactly where they were all day, both of them transfixed and idle because of the heat. In truth, she wants to join them in their summer laze. But she knows that she shouldn’t. Even if there are no customers, there’s still so much work to do. Or maybe she wants to work on these other things because of exactly that.


    Fresh sweeps the mound of dirt and sawdust out of the door.


    She hasn’t had a single day of rest since they opened. Weekends apparently don’t really exist here in this world. Stores are open seven days a week and people are expected to work that often. Adventurers try to go into the dungeon every day as well, though they have it a little more lax as they are ‘self-employed’, in a sense.


    She rubs the back of her head. Isn’t she self-employed too?


    The girl sighs, exhaling the hot air from her body and wipes her sweaty face on her sleeve as she stands in the door of the store, looking out over the empty plaza. Not a single soul moves outside, over the shadeless, open space between the dungeon-gate and the houses. The long street between this plaza and the entrance plaza seems to be just as empty as well.


    Fresh stands there in the doorway, feeling a soft breeze come her way. The trees lining the street rustle, billowing in the gentle wind and she closes her eyes, feeling the air move over her face. Taking a second to breathe, she then turns around, looking back towards her friends and then back outside. The girl nods to herself, having decided on how to spend the rest of her day. Running back inside, she scurries past Jubilee and runs upstairs to get her bag and then comes back down.


    "I’ll be right back!" she calls as she leaves. Neither of them move an inch.


    "Yeah," says Jubilee.


    "Mhm," says Basil, both of them staring up towards the ceiling.


    The heat is scorching outside, this is hotter than summer ever was in her old life. As far as she remembers it at least. Doing her best to stay in the shade of the trees, she moves down the way, heading towards the entry plaza, to the fruit vendor. The man is leaned back against the wall of his stall, his hands over his stomach as he seems to have dozed off.


    Fresh grabs a basket of fruits and places a silver Obol onto the counter. "I’d like this please!" she says. The man rouses, not moving more than to lift his head and he nods to her, as she slides the coin over towards him. He doesn’t bother getting up, simply leaving the coin there, as he falls back asleep and Fresh turns to go back home.


    "Shorts and a t-shirt would be great," she mutters to herself. But she isn’t sure if people here wouldn’t think it was odd? As far as she has seen, the clothing here is always a little more fantastical, yet still conservative. She supposes it’s just the nature of the times they find themselves in, together with the strong influence of the church over this city.


    Running back inside the store, she moves past her friends who still don’t say a word. Only their eyes move to watch her, as she runs inside, going up the stairs towards the kitchen above.


    Fresh leaves the upstairs door open. She isn’t going to do any witch-crafting now and besides -


    She rips open the kitchen window and feels a draft come in, blowing down through the front door.


    - Maybe it will help if the air is at least moving, if nothing else. The draft, which had so far been her greatest enemy, is now ironically a great relief to her, as the air moves over her face. It’s still as warm as ever, but at least it’s moving.


    Smiling, she grabs one of the pots that Jubilee had kept for them and fills it with water. Fresh had collected a few bottles of water this morning and brought them all inside, so that they wouldn’t have to go outside into the sun each time to get a drink. The girl reaches into the just about empty shelf, taking out the teas which she had bought and scoops out some of the contents.


    She tilts her head, watching the reddish mixture sink down into the room temperature water. It apparently is some kind of fruit tea, but she has no idea what kind of fruit specifically. The man had said it was great on hot days though. Plus you didn’t need to strain it, since the berries apparently dissolve when boiled.


    Nodding, satisfied, she sets to work selecting out a few of the orange fruits. The ones Basil likes. She has no idea what they’re called. They sort of remind her of bananas, but they’re a ripe orange color and apparently you’re supposed to eat the peel with them. Mashing them up, she drops the paste into the tea-water in the pot and then sets it onto the stove like Jubilee had explained to her. Then, being extra careful, she lights a tinder-box and throws it into the wood inside of the oven, closing the door as it sets alight.


    She stares in delight, as the goopy mixture before her starts to bubble and boil fairly quickly. Taking a long spoon, she wipes it off on her robe and begins stirring the concoction. Steam rises up against her, together with the heat of the oven. It almost feels unbearable to stand there in the summer heat, but she endures it, grinning and bearing it for her friends.


    Five minutes later, it’s ready. Sort of. The mixture has become a little thicker and goopier than she had envisioned. Maybe she used too much of the fruit?


    "Hmm…" she ponders, but then shrugs to herself. Taking a spoon, she scoops out a small bit and then blows on it, doing her best to cool it off a little before trying it. Her eyes light up. It’s strong. But maybe too strong. The sweetness of the thick paste tastes fantastic, she only realizes now how little actual sugary stuff she’s had since coming here. But this isn’t exactly what she was hoping for, to help fight the heat of the day.


    "Maybe some more water?" She scoops two large spoonfuls of the hot mixture into each of the glass bottles before herself. The consistency is like a thick fruit-mash, like an applesauce and the smell is very fragrant and sweet. Almost candy-like.
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    Fresh looks at the cooking window. "It’s been a while…" she ponders, scratching her cheek. Cooking had been her very first skill here, if she remembers right.


    Checking that the stove is fine to leave alone, she grabs one of the bottles, fills it up, corks it and then shakes it.
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    The thick fruit and tea paste immediately dissolves into the bottle of water, tingeing it into a light reddish-orange tone that is almost entirely translucent. Pulling the top off, she takes another sip.


    "It’s perfect!" she exclaims to herself in delight. It’s very thin now and very refreshing. The sweetness is only just barely noticeable, but not as overpoweringly tart as before. But then she grimaces, smacking her lips. "It’s warm…" she sighs. Well. Obviously it’s going to be warm. She just took the mixture from the boiling pot and put it in some room temperature water. Fresh stares down at the three bottles before herself. This won’t do. If only they had a refrigerator, or even just an icebox of some kind. Her gaze raises up, her eyes wandering out of the window, over towards the fountain.


    That’s it! Smiling, she grabs the three warm bottles and runs downstairs, past her two friends who still haven’t moved an inch and hurries outside, running through the sunlight, towards the fountain.


    Relieved, she reaches the shadow of the dungeon-gate and leans over, placing the three corked bottles into the shallow water.


    Fresh sighs, falling down to her knees, her arms wrapped over the rim of the fountain, as she watches the three bottles float in the cool pool. The wet glass shimmers as it bobs up and down, droplets pearling down its sleek surface like the sweat dripping down her skin. It’s hypnotizing, in a sense. The heat, the trickling of the water, the bobbing glass bottles shifting up and down. She sits there, idly, feeling the world pass her by.


    She isn’t sure how long she sits there exactly, zoned out, her fingers dipped into the water to hold the bottles from floating away. But eventually, a splash from the other side wakes her up from her vision-less daydreams and she turns to look at the source of the disturbance. The man from the sect stands on the other end of the fountain again, having pulled his head back out a second ago. Water sloshes down his darkly colored plated armor. Fresh tilts her head. It must be unbearable out here in this heat in that outfit. He doesn’t seem very fazed though, as if even the incredible heat of the scorching summer does nothing to temper his zeal in the least.


    "Hi," she waves out to him. He nods to her once and then turns to go back into the dungeon. The girl fidgets with her fingers, looking back to the windows of the store, checking if they’re empty. They are. Her gaze wanders back down as she springs to her feet. "Uh… wait!" she calls out in a half-quiet voice and gets up, running over to the man. One of the bottles in her hands. "Here." she holds it out to him. "I just made this fresh!"


    He stares down at her, not moving, apart from his breath that lurches his breastplate in and out. She tilts her head nervously. "It’s hot today, so make sure to drink enough!" smiles the girl with a meek smile, holding the bottle out further. The man from the sect doesn’t say anything and Fresh fidgets, somewhat unsure of herself now, looking at him and then down at the bottle. "Ah…" She realizes that she’s probably being weird again. The man probably thinks she’s some kind of creep. Maybe Jubilee is right about her after all.


    To her surprise, the man takes the bottle and turns to walk away, getting back to work. "Thanks," is all that he says, as he returns to the dungeon. Fresh sighs a breath of relief and then runs back to get the other two bottles, to return to the store. She isn’t sure why she gave the man the bottle. It just felt like the right thing to do, is all. She wonders, as she runs back through the heat, the wet glass pressed against herself, maybe she feels bad for him? After all, he doesn’t seem to have anything except for his desire to kill monsters. It sounds lonely to her. It reminds her of herself, but at least now she has her friends. She hopes the man can find something like she has too.


    Glowing, she steps inside, holding the two bottles out to her friends. "Ta-da!" Setting one down she slides it over to Basil and hands the other one to Jubilee.


    "Thank you, um… What is it?" asks Basil curiously.


    "It’s sweet-tea!" says Fresh, lifting a finger as she explains to Basil, who is examining the brightly translucent mixture. "It’s very refreshing!" she finishes.


    "Thanks," says Jubilee, taking their bottle upstairs, presumably to try it out somewhere where they could take off their mask.


    Basil pulls out the cork, dew splashing from the bottle down onto her white robe as she takes a sip and then a long drink out of the bottle. "This is really good!" says the priestess and then takes another long gulp of the sweet-tea. Fresh clasps her hands together in excitement.


    Jubilee comes back downstairs again, adjusting their mask.


    "Yeah, not bad," they say, nodding to Fresh as they carry their somewhat emptied bottle back down with them.


    Fresh smiles a giddy smile and bounces on her heels, happy to see her friends roused from their summer daze. She supposes that’s all that it takes, a simple act of her taking the initiative. Small gestures are important, after all. Fresh beams as brightly as the summer sun, happy at having accomplished this. Even if there are next to no sales again today, seeing her friends happy made it all worth it to her nonetheless.


    Jubilee holds the bottle up to their eyes, swirling the mixture around. "How much did this cost to make?"


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, opening her eyes. A moment later she uneasily begins scratching her cheek. "Uh…" She goes over the details. Jubilee looks to her and then over to Basil and for the first time that Fresh can recall, asks the priestess for her input.


    "Twelve Obols?" asks Jubilee.


    Basil looks at her bottle, taking another sip, her face glowing in delight. "I would suggest nine, but use smaller bottles."


    Jubilee thinks for a moment, tapping their mask. "You might actually have an idea there." Fresh looks back and forth between the two of them, trying to follow their conversation. A moment later, she realizes.


    "Huh?! I wasn’t making a new product! I just wanted to make you two something nice!"


    Basil thinks, a finger running through her hair, a golden bangle jangling on her wrist. "If you sell it for nine, maybe people will come here for this and then buy other things?"


    Jubilee nods. "Yeah, that makes sense. With smaller bottles, they’ll end up buying more because of the heat." Fresh’s excitement dies down fairly quickly. Jubilee looks over to Fresh. "How much of this can you make and how fast?"


    The girl sighs an exhausted sigh and slumps down against the bin with the magical-talismans inside of it. She mutters to herself, the heat finally getting to her after all.


    "I’m glad you like it…"


    The fountain trickles unusually loudly outside. The splashing of the water sounds almost like a quiet laugh, coming from off in the distance.

  


  Chapter 82: Milky


  
    Fresh looks around the upstairs area of the third floor, having snuck up again in the middle of the night. Though she doesn’t quite remember what it is exactly that she wanted to do up here.


    Confused, she looks around the large, dark room which is filled with nothing but shadows that recess away from her presence, pressing themselves away from the light that she has in her hand. Lifting the lantern, Fresh shines it around the room, looking for what it is that had disturbed her in the middle of the night. She walks past the reading nook and looks down towards the meeting area, with the large table. Nothing.


    "Hmm…"


    She turns her head around, walking back the other way. Something snags her boot, some obstruction laying in the darkness and the girl trips. The magical-lantern flies out of her hand, spiraling across the room and as she falls, she feels a terror at the idea that it is about to crash down and shatter loudly in the middle of the night.


    Fresh thuds against the dusty, wooden boards of the floor, scraping her elbows as she half-catches herself. Looking up, she watches in relief as the enchanted lantern rises up on its own, flying back upright, having never hit the floor at all. She exhales a deep breath and looks behind herself, seeing what it is that she had tripped over in the half darkness.


    She flips around, her hands covering her own mouth, suppressing her scream at the last second, as she looks at the white-robed person laying on the floor behind her. Basil’s dead eyes shine her way, their glossy surface reflecting the light of the lantern floating back towards herself. The priestess’ body is shredded and mutilated, her bones broken, her chest flayed from the neck down.


    "Basil!" she falls forward, looking at the dead priestess in the hopes that there is anything that she can do. There clearly isn’t. The woman has long since departed. Fresh clutches the mangled body, pressing her hands against it, trying to scoop the blood back into the gaping wounds.


    "What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!" asks a furious voice from behind her. Fresh turns around and looks as the door on the far side of the room opens up and Jubilee steps inside. They look around the dusty space that she has encroached inside of. "You piece of shit," is all that Jubilee can hiss through their clenched teeth. Even from here, Fresh can hear the straining of their leather gloves.


    "Jubilee! Basil’s hurt!" cries Fresh to her friend as they march over towards her. Water splashes as Jubilee crosses the room. The stagnant water that covers the entire floor splashes away, rippling as their boots trudge through it.


    "Yeah? No shit, dumb-ass!" A hand grabs the cuff of her robe, Jubilee pulls her closer towards themselves. "She found out about you. She saw your grimoire. So I took care of it."


    "…What?" asks Fresh, turning back to look at the glistening fragments jutting out of the priestess’ corpse that is half-submerged in the rising water. "You killed her?" asks Fresh with a shaking voice.


    "I asked you, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?" says Jubilee coldly, twisting their glove and stretching the fabric of her robe taut against the front of her neck. "I trusted you." The collar of her robe compresses tighter as Jubilee’s knuckles press against the base of her collarbone.


    "Jubilee!" cries Fresh, coughing, black-water leaks from her own mouth as she tries to push her friend off of her. "- You’re hurting me!"


    With one hand, Jubilee grabs their mask and starts to pull it free. Their other hand continues to grasp the girl’s neck tightly. As the wooden mask releases from their face, thick strands of a tainted, oily slime connect it to the hollow space beneath their hood. Like strands of dried pus connecting a rotting scab to old meat. Jubilee’s face is nothing but a shapeless, black mass of ooze that drips and leaks out over their neck, down their arm and onto her body. Their hollow face pressing itself closer to hers, as her vision grows weak from her lack of air.


    "I haven’t even begun to hurt you yet," says the voice coming from the black-water.


    "Ju-bi -"


    The wet voice hisses at her with a venom she has never felt before. "Get. Back. To. Work." Jubilee tilts their head, slime leaking out of it and crawling down their arm, towards her face. "Goo-brain."


    Fresh screams into her pillow, kicking and flailing wildly as she throws her limbs around herself, her blanket long since kicked off and flung across the room. Falling out of her bed, the girl lands on her rug and rolls onto her side, her legs pulled into her chest, her fingers clutching her head. Sniffling, shaking from the nightmare, she rubs a hand over her eyes to wipe the tears away and then recoils in horror, seeing the thick, black smudges on her fingers.


    Too distraught to fall back asleep, she cleans herself up and then gets dressed, deciding that she might as well get up now and put in some work. Putting on the same black robe as always, she wanders outside and heads into the kitchen, taking a moment to really appreciate the little room again. Jubilee had really opened up a lot to her. Sure, it’s just a room. But the symbol of the act of letting her use it is what makes her happy. Fresh isn’t sure why, but as she thinks of her friend, she can’t help but also feel a little frightened of them at the same time.


    "It was just a dream," she sighs, slapping her cheeks and walking towards the kitchen window to rip it wide open. She had promised to make them a real breakfast today, so that’s exactly what she is going to do. She had gone out of her way the other day to buy some real food. Food that needed to be cooked. Some kind of eggs. Some kind of milk. Some kind of butter. ‘Some kind’ is putting it mildly. The eggs came from chickens, she’s sure enough of that. But as for the milk and the butter… well, she didn’t really want to ask. Maybe there are cows in this world? If there are chickens, then it might be a logical bet to make on some level. But…


    She uncorks the bottle and smells the thick, frothy liquid. "Maybe it’s… monster milk?"


    The mental image of a simple, straw-hatted farmer sitting on a stool deep down in the dungeon, with a pail at his side, milking a giant dragon comes to her mind. It’s an interesting idea. But she’s somehow sure that dragons don’t make milk. Probably. It’s something she should ask Basil about later.


    What she does recognize though is the flour. It’s a rough, whole-grain flour with a coarse, crumbly texture and a light tan color. Smiling, she sets to work, mixing it all together into a pot, together with a few more spoonfuls of her fruit mash from yesterday for sweetness. The mixture slowly becomes thick and gloopy as she stirs it, adding more milk and butter until it becomes less of a dough and more of a batter.


    Fresh hums to herself, listening to the early morning birdsong coming from the trees. She was never much of a cook in her old life. At least regarding anything that didn’t come pre-frozen. But pancakes she could always make. It’s so simple, that even she could always do it right. Even if they sometimes looked a little… odd. They still tasted great. "And that’s all that matters!" says Fresh to herself, finishing her own thought out loud.


    "Are you talking to yourself now?" asks a voice from behind her and Fresh jumps, yelping in surprise.


    "G- good morning Jubilee," says the girl, somewhat nervously.


    Jubilee tilts their head, shrugging. "Good morning."


    "I’m… I’m just making us breakfast!" says Fresh, laughing nervously and turning back around to keep stirring the pot somewhat quicker than before. "And nothing else!"


    "Should I be worried?" asks Jubilee. Fresh looks down at the bubbling mixture in front of herself, as she thinks about the question. As she looks at the wet goo, she realizes that she’s lost her appetite rather suddenly.


    Half an hour later, she’s finished cooking and the two of them sit down to eat the pancakes, together with the fruit mixture as a topping. She sets a couple on the side for Basil, she’s sure the priestess will like these a lot.
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    "It’s suspicious if you don’t eat any," says Jubilee to her from behind the counter.


    "Huh? Oh," says Fresh, looking down to her untouched plate on her lap. "I had a bad dream again and I don’t really want to eat."


    "How does that make sense? Was it about pancakes?"


    "I don’t know, it just does," says Fresh. "And no."


    "Well… they’re really good," says Jubilee.


    Fresh smiles in relief, but still not hungry in the least as she stares down at her pancakes. "I’m glad you like them!"


    The rise of the morning sun comes with the usual early crowd of customers. All of their sales and purchases seem to happen during the mornings now, as the many adventurers go to the dungeon to grab their full bags and then trek across the plaza towards their store. The cool morning-time is the only time that the city seems to be active anymore, though apparently late at night things get pretty wild too, from what Fresh overhears.


    "I’ve never really been much of a socialite," says Basil, as they overhear a party talk about their wild night at an, apparently, particularly rowdy tavern.


    "Me neither," says Fresh, carrying a load of armor downstairs that she had finished repairing. "I don’t think I do well with alcohol," says the girl. Not sure if that’s true, but willing to assume so at least. She never drank much before, except a sip here or there to try.


    "Same here," says Basil, handing a customer back his change and a tote-bag full of potions. "I prefer the quiet life."


    "Basil?" asks Fresh, remembering something important.


    "Yes?" asks Basil.


    She looks at the priestess curiously. "Do dragons make milk?"


    Basil returns her curious gaze. "Uh…" The priestess shrugs, not having a clue. Though she does look down to her half-eaten plate of pancakes with a slight nervousness in her eyes.

  


  Chapter 83: Slice of toast


  
    Fresh stacks another lantern on top of the pile and sighs. It’s exhausting work, making this many of them. She doesn’t have any soul-points, as far as she can tell, so she still isn’t sure what exactly her magic is using when she casts a spell. But it’s still a little exhausting in a sense. It’s as if every spell drained a little of her own physical energy as well. With all of the stress lately and all of the work and all of her bad nights of sleep, she’s starting to feel the toll of the many days weighing down on her.


    She sighs again, stacking another lantern onto the collection.


    "You look tired," says Jubilee, not looking up from the ledger as they scratch down into it with the pen.


    "I aaaam~" sighs Fresh, setting to work to make another lantern. Restocking the shelves is an easy task, as they all looked just about the same as they had this morning when they had opened the store. But she still needs to make most of the three-hundred lanterns for the order of the city-guard. Basil hadn’t said anything about the church wanting any lanterns just yet, but Jubilee had told her to wait. It’s only a matter of time. They’ll probably ‘expect’ a discount as well, they inform her with an indigence painted in their eyes.


    Fresh sighs a third time and lowers her hands. The girl, sitting cross-legged, slumps backwards and flops onto her back, staring up at the ceiling.


    "You good?" asks Jubilee, flipping a page in the ledger.


    Fresh sighs a fourth time as her answer and stares up vacantly, her mind trying to find a thought to cling on to, any thought at all. But there is simply nothing that comes into focus. All she can think about is nothing at all. Her mind is simply empty. Tired. There’s so much work to do. She rolls her head to the side, looking at the shelves that need to be filled with new items that she still has to come up with.


    Then she rolls her head to the other side, looking at the stack of lanterns that she has to complete, so that they can finish the order on time.


    Her head rolls back straight and she stares at the ceiling and sighs again, a fifth time.


    Jubilee slams the ledger shut. "Okay. I can’t watch this tragedy anymore. What’s the matter?" Jubilee walks out from behind the counter.


    Fresh raises an arm, lifting it straight up towards the ceiling for no other purpose than to just hold it up into the air. "Jubileeeee~" Her arm flops back down, slapping against the floor next to herself. "I’m tiiiired~"


    The sound of Jubilee’s boots stops next to her and a masked face leans over her from above, as Jubilee stands there with their hands on their hips, looking at the wretch below themselves.


    "Jubilee?"


    "What?"


    "You’re upside down."


    Jubilee sighs this time, shaking their head and then seems to think for a moment. "Wanna take the day off tomorrow?"


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, leaning her head back to look up at Jubilee. "Really?!" She flops around, wrapping her arms around Jubilee’s legs and pulling herself closer to her friend, who swings their arms around, struggling to keep their balance. "Are we allowed to do that?!"


    Jubilee tries to pull their legs free, but Fresh doesn’t let go. "Why wouldn’t we be? We work for ourselves."


    "What about the merchants’ guild dues and all of that?"


    "We only have to pay those percentages if we make a profit. If we’re closed, we’re not making a single Obol." They shrug, pulling one of their legs free and stepping back a step. "It’s not like we’re making money right now anyways. Damn summer." Fresh claws forward, grabbing hold of her friend’s escaped leg again. "Do you mind?" asks Jubilee, annoyed.


    "I mind," replies Fresh. "But that would be nice!"


    "Alright, then we’ll take a day off tomorrow." Jubilee rubs the back of their hood. "Maybe a break will do us all some good." They pull their other leg free, trying to get away again, but Fresh reaches out and grabs it before they can escape. "I’ll make a sign."


    The rest of the night passes, the two of them finishing their work and Fresh, much to her surprise, sleeps the best that she has in a while. No strange, haunting dreams come to plague her in the night. No dark visions of futures that could and might be. Not even a single demon that tries to steal her feet. There is simply nothing. Nothing but her and the blankness of her mind as she rests. Her body and spirit regenerating and healing through a deep process.


    The morning comes and the girl opens her eyes, not sure what exactly it is that triggered her deep sleep, but she is quietly thankful for it nonetheless, as she gets up well-rested for the first time in a long time. Her toes, all still there, wiggle in the new carpet that has a few dark stains on it already, which she does her best to ignore.


    Getting ready for the day, she then heads to the kitchen and begins her new favorite ritual, tearing open the window to feel the morning breeze come to greet her to a new day, together with the sounds of the early life coming to blossom outside on the peaceful, summer morning. Glowing, she sets to work, making them a real breakfast. Today, she’s just going to make some eggs in a pan and some buttered toast, together with some thin fruit tea. It’s a simple breakfast, but something she’s been deeply craving.


    Fresh smiles as she works, unable to avoid noticing that her body is bobbing up and down as she buzzes around the kitchen, busy with her work like a bee flying through the early light of the day. The only thing she is really missing is coffee, but that doesn’t seem to exist here, as far as she’s able to tell. But maybe it’s for the best. The last thing the world needs is caffeine addicted adventurers. "Although…"


    She scratches her cheek, looking at the canister of tea. It would be a great idea for a product.


    Fresh shakes her head, getting the thoughts out of it. Today is her day off. "No work stuff. No work stuff," she repeats to herself, trying to get the mantra into her head. Today she’s just going to relax. She’s going to make a nice breakfast for the two of them, then she’s going to just take a walk through the city. Maybe Jubilee will even go with her? Or maybe Basil too. Maybe all three of them can go on a walk together. Fresh smiles, she hopes so.


    Looking back to the stove, she returns to it, remembering to make an extra plate for Basil as well. She isn’t sure if the priestess eats at the church or not, but she always seems to be happy about getting food.


    "Morning," calls Jubilee walking past the kitchen. "Smells good."


    "Good morning!" calls Fresh out over her shoulder. "Thanks! I’ll be done in a minute." She sets to work, slicing some bread and throwing it into the hot pan to get it crispy and warm again. She kind of wishes they could just eat at the table, since they have one now. But she understands that Jubilee wouldn’t go for it. "Oh well," she shrugs and heads downstairs.


    The two of them eat together. "So, do you want to walk through the city with me today?"


    "It’s going to get really hot later."


    "Maybe we can buy new clothes together?" asks Fresh excitedly.


    "Creep."


    "I am not!" she says, biting into her toast loudly in protest. Fresh asks Jubilee how they want to spend the day, she hopes that they can walk together a little.


    "It’s supposed to be a day off, how is walking relaxing?"


    "It is! We can look at all of the stores and we can explore the city and talk to a lot of people! It will be fun!"


    "Sounds stressful to me. I hate walking," says Jubilee, taking a loud drink of their tea.


    "Jubileeee~"


    Jubilee sighs. "Fine. But only until the afternoon, it’s going to get hot as all hell and I don’t want to be out there." Fresh beams in excitement. Eventually the door knocks and Jubilee yells out over the counter. "We’re closed! Fuck off!"


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh, getting up to go look. She pulls the door open. "Hi, Basil!"


    "Good morning," says Basil, tilting her head. "Uh… is there no work today?"


    Fresh looks at her somewhat let down expression curiously. "We’re taking a day off today, Basil. We just decided last night after you left."


    "Oh…" says the priestess, apparently somewhat unsettled.


    Fresh clasps the priestess hands excitedly. "Will you spend the day with us?"


    The priestess looks down to the cold, clammy hands holding hers. "I don’t think I can, I need to find some other work for today then, if you don’t need me. But thank you for the offer."


    Fresh looks at the priestess, not really understanding. But then she thinks she gets it. "You’re still getting paid, Basil," says Fresh, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


    "I am?" asks Basil, surprised.


    "She is?!" asks Jubilee, just as surprised, but with a much different tone.


    Fresh nods, pulling the priestess inside, perhaps half-against her will. "Of course, that wouldn’t be fair if we close because of me and then you can’t buy food tonight."


    "Life isn’t fair," barks Jubilee.


    "Jubilee! Don’t demoralize the employees!" says Fresh, closing the door behind Basil.


    Jubilee gets up, adjusting their mask and looking at her. "The employees are demoralizing ME."


    The three of them spend the next half-hour chatting. Fresh drinks her tea and watches in delight as Basil wolfs down the plate that she had prepared for her. She wonders why the priestess is always so hungry. Surely she has enough money to buy good food now? Sure, the priestess indulges herself on some niceties like jewelry once in a while, but Fresh doesn’t think she’s spending every cent of hers on that.


    Soon enough, the three of them finish and Fresh cleans up their plates, coming back down with her bag over her shoulder and an excited expression on her face as she runs down the staircase. "Let’s goo—IAH!"


    Her foot slips and she tumbles forward, down the stairs, her hands gripping the railing that she had installed a while back. Fresh spins around, thudding down onto the steps exactly where she was standing.


    "You okay?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh shakes out her sore wrists and looks up at her worried friends. "That was close," she remarks. "I’m fine!" getting up, somewhat shakily, she carefully makes her way down the stairs, thankful that she had made that railing.


    "Are you sure? Please be careful on staircases," says Basil.


    That really was close, thinks Fresh as she waves her friends off. If she had lost any health from that fall, Basil would have seen. Smiling to hide the nervousness in her face, she reaches the bottom of the steps and straightens out her bag and robe.


    "I’m fine! Come on, let’s go!" she says and rushes to the door, the two of them trailing behind her as they go to head out into the city for the day.

  


  Chapter 84: Morning in the park


  
    It's beautifully peaceful. The summer heat is still held at bay by the early morning clouds covering the sky and the gentle breeze, wafting through the streets, carries away any muck and grime still lingering in the air from the previous day. All of this leaves nothing but a gentle calmness in its wake. Fresh notices as they walk, that the sound of the birdsong has changed since she first arrived here in this world. Looking up towards the trees, she sees that the birds nesting and flying in and out of their boughs are indeed entirely different species than the ones she had seen here during spring.


    The three of them had decided to walk around the city. Apparently, according to Basil, there’s a small park near the cathedral plaza. Jubilee seems a little hesitant about the idea, but after Fresh ends up nagging them, they relent and so the three of them head in that direction. Though, they stop on their way several times to look into shop windows and Fresh and Basil buy themselves something to drink while they walk. The streets are filled with the usual early morning hustle and bustle, though the three of them still seem to be ahead of the crowd.


    "This is really nice, Basil!" remarks Fresh as they walk through the open wrought-iron gates to the park. A waist-high stone wall surrounds the entire area, encasing a sea of green grass and sparsely dotted trees. The sounds of running water can be heard not far off in the distance, as if there is a small creek just up the way.


    "Yeah, there are a few parks in the city, but this one is my favorite," replies Basil.


    "Because it’s by the church?" asks Fresh, but Basil shakes her head.


    "No, I just like this one the most."


    Fresh blinks. "Oh."


    "Mm," smiles the priestess, picking up her pace and walking on ahead down the road. The laughter of children can be heard from somewhere in the distance as well, intermingling with the sounds of nature. "I gotta run ahead, I’ll meet up with you in a minute."


    Jubilee quietly strolls along at her side, their gaze wandering over the many trees as if they were also looking at the birds like Fresh had done before.


    "I never knew the city had places like this," says Fresh to Jubilee.


    "Maybe because you never go anywhere, goo-brain."


    The girl crosses her arms. "I never go anywhere because I’m working all day and it’s not like you ever take me anywhere."


    "What? Why would I take you anywhere? Go on your own. What am I, your babysitter?" Jubilee shakes their head.


    "Because we’re friends, Jubilee," explains Fresh.


    "Uh huh," remarks Jubilee, dryly. "Is that what friends do then? Take each other to the park? Are you sure you understand how this whole ‘friendship’ thing works?" says Jubilee lazily, continuing on walking as Fresh stands there, wondering. Does she even know how friendships work? No. Not really. She’s just kind of making it up as she goes along.


    "Well, it’s been working well so far," she mutters to herself. Looking back towards Jubilee and running after them. "Fine!" she pouts. "If you aren’t going to take me places. Then I’m going to take you places."


    "Uh…"


    "Can we do this more often, Jubilee?"


    "What?"


    "Take a day off. It’d be nice if we had like… a day every week, where we can just relax and catch up a little. There’s gotta be more to life than work," says Fresh, looking at her friend.


    Jubilee looks at her incredulously. "You want to cut out a full day’s worth of profits every week?"


    "Yes," nods Fresh, not skipping a beat.


    "To do nothing but laze around with me?"


    "Mm!" acknowledges the girl. "Having the shop and making money is a lot of fun, Jubilee. But you know what else is fun?"


    "I don’t really want to know, honestly. I’ve seen what you do in your free time," replies Jubilee.


    Fresh ignores their comment. "Spending time with yooooou~"


    "Shut up. Why?" asks Jubilee dryly.


    "Because."


    "Because why?"


    "Because what," says Fresh, shrugging.


    "What?" asks Jubilee.


    Fresh raises a finger, explaining. "Chicken-butt."


    Jubilee groans. "You have issues."


    "Maybe, but so do you, Jubilee. That’s why we work so well together." Jubilee doesn’t say anything more and the two of them keep walking, trying to catch up to Basil, who has rushed ahead for one reason or another.


    The park itself is calm and empty, occasionally a well dressed person or a couple on a walk come past them, sparing them little to no mind, apart from a curious glance now and then. Apparently, the people from the expensive houses around here liked to use this park for their morning strolls.


    A flurry of excited sounds comes out from up ahead and the two of them round the bend, looking at the priestess who has been swarmed by a ring of children that surround her, all of them vying to get Basil’s overwhelmed attention.


    "Sister Basil! Rosemary stole my ball!"


    "No I didn’t! Thistle’s a liar!" yells a girl on the other side of the circle, pulling on Basil’s sleeve.


    "Did too!"


    "Did not!"


    "Sister Basil! Sister Basil! Sage ate a worm!"


    "You eat worms!" yells a boy.


    "Nu-uh!" shouts the girl back at him, pulling on Basil’s other sleeve.


    "Sister Basil! I found this for you!" says a boy, holding out a flower.


    Basil sighs and pulls her arms free. The priestess claps her hands together once and the circle of arguing children stops moving in an instant, all of them becoming quiet and tense all at once.


    "Rosemary, did you borrow Thistle’s ball?" she asks the girl, who quickly looks down at her feet.


    "Yes…"


    Basil nods. "Next time, ask before borrowing something, okay? Give it back please."


    "Yes, sister Basil…" says the girl as Basil rubs her head.


    She looks over the rest of them, taking the flower from the boy. "Thank you, Cicely, that’s very sweet." The boy beams, lowering his head for the other hand to fall down on top of it.


    Basil looks at them. "It’s almost time for your work to start. Shouldn’t you all get back?" She looks around at the circle of children who tense up, the priestess waves a hand. "Go on, scoot! Before sister Bramble scolds you all for being late."


    Apparently fearing whatever this deathly threat implies, the circle quickly breaks and the group of them races off and away through the park, save for one who still stands there, clutching the hem of Basil’s robe.


    "You too, Chervil."


    The orc boy shakes his head, but doesn’t say anything.


    Basil pulls his hands free. "Come on, you gotta work. Otherwise how are you going to eat? Go on," she nudges him away. "Work hard, okay? I’m counting on you!" The boy doesn’t say anything, but then relents and runs after the rest of them, leaving Basil who smiles an exhausted smile and waves to the two of them. "Sorry, I knew this would happen, so I tried to handle the situation before you got here."


    Fresh and Jubilee look at each other and shrug. "I didn’t know you had kids, Basil," says Fresh and Jubilee snorts, holding down a laugh.


    Basil clears her throat. "I don’t. They’re some of the orphans under the church’s care. I suppose they’ve just sort of latched on to me," sighs the priestess.


    "Oh…" says Fresh. That makes more sense. "You did really well, they really listen to you."


    Basil smiles a smug smile. "I suppose you could say that I’m the favorite." Her posture shifts to a droop again. "But it’s becoming unmanageable, we’re getting a new one every month these days. The situation in the south being what it is…" She looks at Fresh, but then turns away and the three of them keep walking, together now, as they head through the park. Nobody says anything until they reach a small bench by a tiny creek. The water trickles on, down into the distance, where it vanishes into the underbrush.


    Fresh and Basil sip their drinks and Jubilee is leaned back with their hands behind their head, as the three of them sit on the bench, staring out over the water. Fresh tilts her head, watching the tiny fish swim around in the clear water of the brook.


    "So… what are you two working for?" asks Basil.


    "Huh…?" asks Fresh, looking uncertainly at Jubilee who just shrugs.


    "You know? Your end goal? Where’s this all going?" asks the priestess.


    Jubilee chimes in. "Money? What else are we supposed to be working for? We’re merchants. We work for money. Our goal is money. We get up for money. We make things for money. We sell things for money."


    "Huh…" says Basil in response to the somewhat plain, unromantic answer and then looks back to the water, spinning the flower around in her hand. The three of them sit in silence for a while, listening to the sounds of the world around them.


    "It’s not about the goal, Basil," says Fresh. "It’s about the journey."


    "What do you mean?"


    Fresh shrugs. "I have a lot of fun every day, making things that people like. And I get to spend every day with my two friends, so even on bad days, I still have a good day somehow!" She looks over, back down to the water, looking at her reflection that looks back up at her from a slight distance. The shimmering water seems to obscure her eyes, the glow of the rising sun behind them, slowly starting to coat the creek in a blindingly bright, white reflection which erases the three silhouettes sitting on the bench, obscuring them from the world.


    Fresh fiddles with her fingers. "But it’s not going to last forever. So I want to have as much fun as I can, while the good times are still here," she explains. "Summer is going to be over before we know it."


    Basil and Jubilee don’t say anything, opting to let her words ring out together with the whistling birdsong around them and Fresh watches her reflection in the water carefully, her eyes narrowing in suspicion of it. She watches as its lips grow into a wide smile, even though she is sure there is no such thing on her own face. The water, buried under the blinding sunlight of a new dawn, seems to become darker beneath the surface, as if a black ink were swirling beneath it, just out of sight.


    "Hey, Basil?"


    "Yes?" asks the priestess.


    "What’s a hero?"

  


  Chapter 85: Blood bonds


  
    Fresh scrubs the floor of the shop. It’s late in the evening. They had spent the rest of the morning together. After they left the park, the three of them had walked around the church district and Basil basically gave them both an elaborate tour of the area. Despite her multiple attempts to get them to go into the cathedral itself however, both of them declined, much to the priestess’ disappointment. Despite that and the somber mood of the late morning, it ended up being a lot of fun and Fresh thanked Basil excitedly, before quietly slipping a silver Obol into her palm with a wink as they parted ways for the day.


    She and Jubilee walked back to the store together as the sun was starting to come out. Jubilee had asked her why she asked Basil about something dangerous like that and the girl had explained that it was because of the terrible dream she had had a while ago. Jubilee had scolded her, telling her not to ask too many weird questions. But it wasn’t in a harsh tone, it was more of a cautious warning for her sake. Basil didn’t seem too suspicious of her question though and had gone on an elaborate tirade.


    The girl crawls forward, scrubbing away the next spot of mud that some adventurers had brought in to the store yesterday. The two of them swept every day, but sometimes the floors just needed to be cleaned properly. They don’t have a mop, so she’s down on her knees with the hem of her robe and her sleeves rolled all up as she scrubs it all by hand.


    "Why are we working again?" asks Jubilee, polishing the chickens with a damp rag. "I thought you wanted to take the day off."


    Fresh looks up towards them and smiles. "Thanks for helping me, Jubilee. Even if it’s your vacation too."


    Jubilee looks back at the chickens. "It’s not like I have anything else to do."


    Fresh scrubs the next spot clean. She wants to make the store spotless for tomorrow. She needs to get back to work. If what Basil had said was true, if what the black-fountain had told her in her restless dreams was true, then time was running out for her. She has to be ready and she isn’t even near to being close enough.


    She slaps the dirty, wet rag down on the next spot and vigorously scrubs it clean. She’s going to have to stop it from happening, somehow. Though she doesn’t actually know how just yet. What does that even mean? How do you ‘stop’ a hero from being summoned to the world? Where? How? When? With what? It seems like something that’s far outside of her league. Way beyond it, in fact. The priestess’ words echo through her head, together with the distant trickle of the fountain outside on the plaza.


    She can still picture it, Basil’s face as she was happily explaining to her, apparently not shocked that she didn’t know about something that’s common knowledge here. Every odd hundred years or so, the gods choose a hero to come to the world. Some being of grand, holy power. The highest incarnation of man, a shining sun that rises to wash away all of the darkness of the lingering night. An avatar of the holy, sent to stop a great darkness from digging its roots into the world. Literal divine intervention. The last hero-party existed apparently only ten years ago.


    Was this new happening set into motion ninety years too early to stop her? Herself specifically? From doing what? Living a quiet life as a shop-keeper? Or did the gods choose a hero to stop some great, malignant threat to the world that she simply knows nothing about?


    Does it matter?


    The wet rag slaps against the next spot and she moves forward, scuffing her knees along the wooden boards.


    Witches are beings of darkness, under Basil’s classification and the fountain seemed displeased as well, that’s enough for her to assume that it simply doesn’t matter if she herself is the big target or simply a bystander. The flood of light will come to wash her and this new life of hers away just the same. It will swallow everything indifferently, leaving only the holy and the bright upon the surface of the world.


    Fresh lifts a hand and grabs the hem of Jubilee’s outfit.


    "What?" asks Jubilee, looking back down towards her.


    She doesn’t say anything and stays there a moment longer, before letting go and crawling forward to scrub the next spot of dried mud with the rag that is beyond filthy now.


    How does she stop the summoning of a hero?


    She can’t kill the gods, obviously, which are apparently a real thing too. Somehow that’s the least surprising thing that she learned today, though. The black-fountain is, to her at least, deistic in a sense to begin with. It has to be, right? To have access to such reality bending powers? To be able to transfer her soul, to craft this body she now inhabits. Was it a god too? Maybe. It’s her god, if it is. She owes it that much, despite its harshness to her in her restless dreams.


    So how does she keep this life of hers safe? How does she keep her friends safe? How does she keep the black-fountain safe?


    The wet rag slaps against the spot. Muddy water begins to seep out of it. The wet collecting at first, but then spreading out and seeping into the grooves of the wooden floorboards. The droplets of black-water sinking into the foundation of the building. Fresh watches, as a ray of lazy sunlight shines in through the window, shimmering off of the surface of the dark-tinged muck and it reminds her of something.


    It reminds her of the man from the witches’ sect. The man who had told her exactly what it is that she needs to do.


    She has to believe in something. But what? What does that esoteric, poetic statement even mean?


    The witch of the black-fountain sits back upright, looking around the store. She needs a purpose. A goal. She needs something to believe in. Money? Her friends? The store itself and what it symbolizes? Her eyes wander down to her wet hands, covered in grimy stains.


    "Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?" asks Jubilee, polishing the chicken on the same spot as before.


    "I’ve been sneaking out to go to the dungeon on my own at night."


    Jubilee turns back to look at her and then looks back to the chicken, continuing their work. "Yeah, I know."


    She looks up in surprise. "Huh? You knew?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah? You think I can’t hear you trampling out in the middle of the night? It’s like a dairy cow trying to waltz in an alchemist’s shop."


    "Jubileeee~!"


    "Sorry." Jubilee rotates the chicken a smidge to the right. "I’m just trying to say that you’re not very graceful."


    Fresh sighs. "You aren’t mad?"


    "Why would I be mad? You’re an adult. You’re allowed to do whatever it is that you want with your life. If you want to go die on your own in the dungeon, that’s on you." The room is quiet for a moment. "It’s a little selfish of you though."


    Fresh looks at their back which is turned to her. "Huh?"


    Jubilee stops working, but doesn’t turn around. "How do you think I’d feel if you died?"


    Fresh scratches her cheek, looking at her friend who had said something she hadn’t expected. "Jubilee…?"


    The rag squeaks as Jubilee scrubs a spot on the chicken. "We’d go out of business. You make all of our stuff, goo-brain!"


    Fresh laughs, having for a moment expected something different. "You’re a good friend, Jubilee."


    "I know. Get back to work," says Jubilee, waving her off. Not bothering to turn around to look at her open arms. "No hugs."


    "I’ll get you one day," says Fresh, crossing her arms again, her wet palms staining her dress.


    "I doubt it."


    Fresh returns to her work. "I want to become stronger, Jubilee. That’s why I’m going to the dungeon."


    "Stronger for what? We live in the middle of the city. There’s nothing here."


    Her eyes wander to the antidotes, shining with a dull light from the shelves. The vague shift of colors in the matte glass moving, like the shadow of an old woman. "There are a lot of things here, Jubilee. We’re not safe. You know it too." Jubilee turns their head towards her. "The merchants’ guild, the church, the adventurers’ guild," lists Fresh. "It’s all… built on money. But what happens if we run out of money? What happens if we make the wrong person angry? What happens if I mess up and someone finds out about me?"


    "We just won’t let any of that happen then."


    "But what if it does? What if my dream was real? What if there’s really a hero coming?"


    Jubilee shrugs. "Then I guess we’ll die."


    "Jubileeee~ I don’t want to die and I don’t want you to die!" she protests. "This… this is all I have."


    Jubilee rotates the chicken back into place, framing it with their fingers as they step back a step and nod, satisfied with their work. They turn their head back to her worried face. "Then we’re going to have to kill the hero."


    Fresh looks at them, surprised. "Huh?"


    Jubilee walks past her towards the counter. "If the merchants’ guild gets uppity, we’ll just have to put them into their place." They begin sorting through their change in the bowl. "If the adventurers’ guild gets weirded out for whatever reason, we’ll shut them down." They begin sorting the coins, separating them into their denominations. "And if Basil or the church get wise? We’ll close their doors for good. Orphans and all."


    "…Jubilee?"


    "- And if a hero does come?" Jubilee slides a coin across the counter, staring into her eyes. "We’ll slit his throat in the night." Fresh stares at her friend, they were usually very honest and brash, but this was a level further. "Get your bag, your freaky book and some potions. We’re going to the dungeon to level you up some more."

  


  Chapter 86: Abomination


  
    Glass shards fly everywhere, waves of the crystal daggers slicing through the air in a hailstorm as the ghoul runs along the walls of floor twelve. Thousands of glass splinters crash into the stones behind its sprinting form. But they all always just miss the creature, as it rushes after Fresh, who is on her second lap of the arena.


    "JUBILEEEEE~!"


    "I told you to stay upstairs! Idiot!" shouts Jubilee after her, swinging their arm out in a wide arc. The ground shakes and the ghoul leaps away just in time as a jagged glass spire bursts out of the wall in front of it. With strangely nimble, apish reflexes, the creature drops back down to the ground, swinging off of the crystal.


    The ghoul takes another tick of damage from her curse and twitches as a black dribble seeps out of its decaying body. Its already elongated neck spasms once.
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    The ghoul rights itself back upright and continues the chase, running across the arena to try to cut the girl off, rather than chasing her in a circle. It doesn’t even care about Jubilee, who can’t seem to hit it. It just wants her. Fresh slides, her boots kicking up some dirt as the girl, sweaty from running, stops and then bolts back the other way, doing a sharp turn-around to try and confuse it.


    The ghoul jumps, its long neck stretching forward as it springs after her. Fresh yelps and dives out of the way, falling towards Jubilee who slams their hands into the dirt. A strange, wet squelch rings out and the arena goes quiet.


    Looking up and behind herself, Fresh stares over towards the ghoul. The undead thing is impaled on a spire of glass that is coming straight down from the ceiling. The crystal shard has pierced through its head from above. It hangs there, its body limp beneath itself. A moment later, it slowly starts to slide downwards, as the weight of its body pulls its impaled head free, the gestalt sinks with a wet squeak, like the rubbing of a finger against a foggy window.


    A moment later, the ghoul flops to the ground, as dead as can be.
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    Fresh sighs in relief. "Thank you, Jubilee."


    "Don’t come down the stairs, dumb-ass!" barks Jubilee at her. "Ghouls always go after the lowest leveled target."


    Fresh pushes herself upright, sitting on the ground next to her friend as they look over at the twitching corpse. Picking up a fistful of dirt, Fresh holds it up to Jubilee who takes a pinch of it and snaps their fingers. A dozen small crystals of glass burst out of the ground before them, the jagged formations growing in all manner of different directions, tearing the ghoul apart for good in a rather grisly display.


    She tilts her head, looking at the sight, realizing that, while it is disgusting, she isn’t really fazed by the violence of it all anymore. Scratching her head, she looks over to her new abilities together with Jubilee.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Witch-crafting 7]{Abomination}

          
        


        
          	
            (AOE) A witch’s midnight whisper that corrupts the hearts of the living.


            Select a location within your line of sight. Within a 12m radius of that spot, you will deal damage dependent on the phase of the moon.


            Additionally, corrupted enemies have a chance to become rabid and to attack their own.

          
        


        
          	
            (If cast during the day, this spell will work as if on the night of the new moon.)

          
        

      
    


    


    "No," says Jubilee plainly in the second that Fresh looks at the ability. The girl purses her lips and looks at the next one. A combat ability would be nice though and an attack with a large radius too? It would be great for her progress in the dungeon.
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    "Fucking moonwater," sighs Jubilee and Fresh tilts her head, the two of them scanning the last choice together.
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    "That one. Take that one, please," says Jubilee pointing to it. "It’s the only fucking normal thing here."


    Fresh taps her chin, thinking. "But I really want the first one, Jubilee. Having a new attack spell would be nice. I could really help you fight things!"


    Jubilee locks their hands on their hips. "I saw your freaky, ‘melt everything but the eyes and the loot’ curse already! Do you really think this is a good idea?" They look over to the ability-windows. "What about the moonwater one? Maybe you could make something out of moonwater powder?" they suggest, shrugging. "But what the fuck do I know?"


    Fresh tilts her head back the other way. "I’m going to take the first one, Jubilee."


    "Area of effect attacks are dangerous. You might end up killing somebody with it," warns her friend, looking at her seriously.


    Fresh thinks for a moment, her finger hovering above the window in pause, before she looks back to her friend with a smile. "I know, Jubilee. That’s the point."
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    Fresh gets up, wiping her dirty hands off on her dress and looks over at the dead ghoul. She doesn’t want to have to kill anyone. But she’s decided that if a day comes when she has to follow through on her promise of ‘whatever it takes’, then she’s going to. She’s sure of it. She’s not going to let anything or anyone take this life from her. No gods, no people, no hero. Nobody is going to ruin this. Though, she hopes that it will never come to that.


    "So what do ghouls drop?" asks Fresh, walking over to the mangled corpse that is melting into a puddle of black goo. Apparently, the curse does its thing even if she isn’t the one who kills it.


    "Three guesses," says Jubilee. "Here’s your hint. It becomes a vampire if it gets old enough."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Teeth?"


    "Teeth," says Jubilee.


    Somewhat nervously, the girl stares down at the bubbling pool of sludge that the ghoul is melting into, coagulating into a thick, oily soup. Two milky eyeballs float through the sludge, together with a pair of large, sharp looking teeth. Fresh looks at her hands and then back towards Jubilee’s gloves. "Jubileeee~?"


    "Forget it," says Jubilee, waving her off and walking down the staircase. "I’m not going near that mess. If you want 'em, you go get ‘em."


    Gulping, Fresh looks down at the ooze, at the pair of dead eyes staring back up her way.


    A minute later, two objects more in her bag than before, Fresh carefully walks down the stairs towards floor thirteen.
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    The two of them spend another hour in the dungeon, this time, Fresh stays up the stairs however and lets Jubilee clear the floors alone, despite her fingers itching to try out the new spell. She doesn’t want to even think about using it though, as long as Jubilee is anywhere near the area.


    Floors eight to sixteen are apparently rife with plentiful undead, who give a small amount of experience points individually, but are also large enough in number to cancel that out. Each group of zombies is easily a dozen or more. Each pack of roaming skeletons is a strong four to six members. Fresh has no idea how she would manage to deal with this many creatures on her own.


    She wonders how the red-wizard and the man from the sect do it? She supposes that they do it just like Jubilee does. Fresh tilts her head, watching as a glass impaled skull flies past her and gets stuck on the wall. "They must all be so strong…" she says to herself, scratching her cheek and watching the mayhem unfold below.


    Eventually they reach the boss-door to floor sixteen and Fresh is already close to another level up. But Jubilee wants to call it quits for the night. "We have work tomorrow."


    "Jubileeeee~?" begs Fresh, wanting to clear the boss-room for the experience. But also for the shortcut.


    "No," says Jubilee, waving her off and starting to walk back up the stairs. Fresh sighs, but then perks up. Why is she feeling sad? She should be happy that Jubilee took her through all of these floors already. Maybe she’s just being greedy now, actually? She runs after her friend.


    "Thank you for helping me through the dungeon again, Jubilee!"


    "Yeah," says Jubilee, waving her off and yawning as they walk. Ten minutes later the two of them are back at home. Fresh falls asleep before she has long to even think about how tired she is. She’s certainly not going to get a full night’s sleep tonight. But she’s content nonetheless with her new level and ability.


    The next day comes and both of them wake up late, heading downstairs to open the door for Basil who is already standing outside. The priestess is trying to console a particularly twitchy red-wizard. The red-wizard bolts inside, rushing past all three of them to the shelves.


    "Good morning," calls Fresh over the wizard, looking at her curiously as she scoops up armfuls of various potions.


    "I was standing outside for an hour yesterday!" complains the red-wizard.


    "We were closed," says Jubilee. "I put up a sign."


    "But I needed potions!" says the wizard, running to the counter.


    Jubilee shrugs indifferently. "We were closed."


    The red-wizard sets the potions down, together with a few coins. Fresh hasn’t even managed to walk across the room to make their change, as she already starts bagging her own bottles into the red tote that she had brought. By the time Fresh gets there, the wizard has already cracked one open and downs the entire bottle, slamming the glass down onto the counter and rattling the coins.


    Picking up the tote-bag, the red-wizard runs out of the store without another word, squishing past Basil and Jubilee who stand there, watching her, perplexed. The red-wizard runs straight towards the dungeon, pulling open another potion as she runs without slowing down in the least.


    "What’s with her?" asks Basil.


    Fresh laughs, scratching her cheek. "She uh… she really likes the potions…" Jubilee shuts the door and the three of them get the store ready to actually open in a little bit.

  


  Chapter 87: Flux


  
    "It’s for clothes," says Jubilee, somewhat annoyed at the hooded man examining the bottle of white fabric-cleanser.


    "Sure," says the man, spinning it around to look at it. Fresh had gone out of her way to get rid of the skull, which she had drawn onto the labels and replaced them with a little depiction of a flower. She and Jubilee had agreed to keep it behind the counter and only give it out on request with a specific explanation not to drink it. It has been working out well so far, especially amongst the priesthood who are most excited about it. But…


    Fresh stands on the stairs, watching the man, who is clearly making no effort to hide that he’s from the thieves’ guild, examine the concoction that priests had been buying to keep their robes spotless. Apparently Basil had used it and then soon enough, word spread around the church about her meticulously clean robes. If Fresh had to guess, the thieves’ guild found out from there.


    "Can you make more of this?" he asks.


    "Can you pay for it?" asks Jubilee.


    "You know we can."


    "How many bottles do you need?"


    The man thinks for a moment, looking at the bottle. "Twenty-seven."


    Jubilee narrows their eyes, gazing at the customer in suspicion. "That’s an oddly specific number."


    "It’s an oddly specific item," says the man.


    Jubilee crosses their arms, Basil stands behind them, fidgeting a little nervously. "What are you going to do with them?" she asks.


    The man sets the bottle down for a moment to throw a bag full of coins onto the counter, without counting the contents. "Clean clothes," he says rather plainly.


    "Riiight," says Jubilee, rolling their eyes and taking the coins, throwing the whole bag into the bowl and looking up the stairs. "How fast can you make twenty-seven?"


    Fresh tilts her head. "We already have a few in the pantry. I could have the rest done by tomorrow, if you get me the ingredients."


    "There you have it," says Jubilee. "Straight from the source. Come back tomorrow."


    The man from the thieves’ guild leaves without saying anything else and Jubilee lets out a long sigh. "Fucking cloaks." They look around at Basil and Fresh. "Alright, get back to work. Show’s over."


    Fresh feels somewhat displeased at the situation and she can see that Basil does as well, but neither of them say anything and continue on with their tasks. Even if she didn’t get much sleep last night, thanks to her new points in strength and dexterity, she notices that she’s having a somewhat more comfortable time carrying armor up and down the stairs during the entire morning.


    Loudly buzzing cicadas sing outside, together with the summer birds, filling the slowly quieting world with their harmony. After an hour or so, the birds slowly start to retreat again as well, however, as the sun returns, leaving only the humming of the insects to fill the air.


    Slowly, the trickle of people coming into the shop slows to a crawl as well and then, soon enough, the last customer leaves. The muscular, dark-elf woman who has moved on from orange mushroom-caps and is now selling them both blue and green ones as well. Fresh takes a moment to remark how big her arms have gotten with an excited clap and the elf does the same, taking a moment to squeeze Fresh’s bicep. The girl winces, sure she’s going to get a bruise, but the elf just laughs and hits her on the back a few times before making her way back to the dungeon where her party is waiting outside.


    As business starts to slow to a crawl, so do the three of them. The heat is starting to make itself present again. Fresh does her best not to let it slow her down, as she is determined to be productive, no matter what. But eventually, the sweat dripping down her skin gets to her and she falls back against the stairs, flopping down next to Jubilee.


    "Jubileeeee~" complains Fresh.


    "What?"


    "You smell sweaty."


    "You’re one to talk," says Jubilee. Both of them look up towards Basil who is fanning herself with a piece of paper. Feeling their gaze, the priestess lowers her arms to hide her own sweat stains and looks away.


    The next hour passes like that, with no customers or any movement in the least. Even the cicadas seem to be slowly retreating now as well, as the hum of their collective slowly begins to lessen. Eventually, there is nothing to hear at all, apart from their own tired breaths and sighs. Today is easily the hottest day so far and Jubilee had mentioned that it’s only going to get worse.


    Fresh wonders what the deal with the temperature is here? The day is scorching hot and the nights get ice cold, in spring as well as in summer. She sighs. It’s so hot. Jubilee sighs next to her and then Basil sighs as well, flapping the papers in her hand as a fan.


    A thudding noise breaks the silence of the world, a massive pair of metal boots stomping across the plaza. Fresh rolls her head over to the side, looking at the door through the banisters of the staircase. All three of them lazily watch, as the giant man from the sect marches towards the shop, the scorching midday sun shining onto his dark-cobalt armor, which Fresh imagines is filled to the brim with sweat. He doesn’t seem to care though and makes a beeline for the door. Fresh realizes that she hasn’t seen him since that morning when she gave him the sweet-tea.


    The girl rolls her head back upwards, tilting it, to look up the stairs behind herself. She should make some more of that. But then again, she doesn’t want her friends to try and commercialize her presents again. The floorboards creak as the man approaches.


    "Hi," says Fresh, raising a hand to wave to the giant. Jubilee stays leaned against the wall and even Basil doesn’t bother retreating from his towering presence anymore. "How are you?" she asks. "Do you need a new sword?"


    "Busy," is all that the large man says, as he walks up to the counter and sets something down, turning around to leave again. He grabs a large, two-handed axe on his way out. Apparently his swords were already broken. Fresh wonders why someone who is supposedly high-level would even want to use her low-level swords, but then she realizes that maybe nobody else in town wants to do business with the man. They’re probably the only people willing to sell him things at all.


    She isn’t sure if she should feel bad for him? The man is clearly an outcast, but at the same time, he doesn’t seem to care in the least, as he is too busy with doing what it is that he loves. So maybe she doesn’t need to.


    He stands at the door, looking back towards Fresh, but then turns to return to the dungeon. "The pact is sealed," says the giant, before walking away. Fresh sits upright in surprise at the sentence and watches as the man leaves.


    She turns her head, looking over to Basil, who speaks. "Uh… this isn’t money?" says the priestess, unwrapping the cloth bundle on the counter. Jubilee gets up and walks over to look at it, together with Fresh. The cloth falls off and beneath it is a solid, translucent sphere with a pale, cool-blue tinge. Ice.


    "Fuck me," says Jubilee pressing their hands against the sphere which is radiating cold air in all directions. "It’s an ice-golem-core."


    Jubilee presses their gloved hands against the ice-monster drop. Fresh has already fallen to her knees against the counter, pressing the side of her face into the frozen sphere. "It’s so cooold~" she sighs in relief. Jubilee apparently agrees, as they sigh along with her.


    Fresh opens her eyes, looking at Basil who hasn’t moved any closer yet. The priestess is clearly warm and drenched with sweat, but she doesn’t seem to want to come closer to cool off. Basil averts her eyes, doing her best to look away from this newest temptation in her life. "It’s okay, Basil," says Fresh. "You’re allowed to cool yourself off too." Basil fidgets, but doesn’t budge further than that.


    "No, thank you. I’d rather not."


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Zealot."


    "I am not!" argues Basil. "I just…" she crosses her arms.


    "Baaasil~" calls Fresh out, pressing the side of her face into the ice.


    Basil looks down at her. "Yes?"


    Fresh waves with an arm, beckoning the priestess over. "Baaaaasil~" she calls again. "Come cool off with us. It’s so nice~"


    Basil lowers her eyes to the ice for a moment, but then crosses her arms back up again. "No, thank you."


    Fresh narrows her eyes. Basil is allowed to have her principles, as far as she sees it. But that doesn’t mean that she’s going to be happy about it. Fresh walks on her knees to the other side of the ice-golem-core, placing it between herself and Basil and then she takes in a deep breath, blowing on the crystal.


    "What are you doing, goo-brain?" sighs Jubilee, watching her.


    Fresh takes another breath and blows more of the cold air towards Basil. Jubilee rolls their eyes and releases their hands to gesture at the girl, as they look up at Basil. "Will you please just touch the damn ice? Are you really going to make me have to watch this tragedy?"


    "Hey!" argues Fresh, before straining herself to blow more of the cold air towards Basil, whose shoulders droop, as she apparently relents. The priestess drops her paper fan onto the counter and places her hands on the ice as well. Fresh smiles, lifting her hands up so that all three of them are touching the golem-core. "It’s so cold," sighs Fresh in relief.


    "Yup," nods Jubilee.


    "Mhm," says Basil.

  


  Chapter 88: Chill


  
    Fresh stares at the ball of ice. It’s late in the day and the three of them are starting to close the store up once again. Not much had happened during the rest of the afternoon, apart from the three of them standing around the golem-core for several hours. They didn’t even talk about much, but for Fresh, it was the most fun she’s had in a while. Just standing in the room with her friends, with all of them being a little less miserable. Just that was enough to make her happy.


    She stares at the ice-golem-core which has already shrunken in size considerably, to about half of what it was when they had received it. By tomorrow morning, it would likely be entirely gone and the heat would return, staved off for only a single day of the entire summer.


    Fresh sighs and stares at the dwindling thing. It’s not just a block of ice. Apparently, ice-golems are fairly large constructs that roam deeper down in the ‘ice segment’ of the dungeon. Each of them have a single core inside of themselves, like this one, that could be extracted. Assuming it isn’t destroyed during the fight. But now, during summer, they could go for as much as just over a thousand Obols each. Demand is sky-high and only decently leveled adventuring parties even have a chance of getting them, let alone affording them as a daily luxury.


    Apparently, most of the parties here are considered ‘low-level’ and the average group makes it to about floor twenty-four to thirty-two. A far cry away from the supposed hundred floors the dungeon has.


    She tilts her head. How devastating must monsters be at floor forty? Or sixty? Or what about floor one hundred? Is there some kind of final-boss to the dungeon? Fresh doesn’t know and apparently neither do Basil or Jubilee. Apart from myths and rumors, nobody here really seemed to make their way down that far. Not even the fabled hero-parties, who always end up having something better to do than dungeon-diving.


    "Are you just gonna stand there, or are you going to actually do something?" barks Jubilee and Fresh jumps up to her feet, snapping out of her wandering thoughts.


    "I was just thinking about the core," says the girl, getting back to her sweeping as she looks over to Jubilee who is doing the day’s calculation together with Basil.


    "Well don’t think about it too much, because it’s gonna be gone by tomorrow," says Jubilee.


    "I know," sighs Fresh in defeat and sets to work.


    


    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          	
             Wares 
          

          	
             Sold 
          

          	
             Sell Price 
          

          	
             Bought 
          

          	
             Buy Price 
          

          	
             Total 
          
        


        
          	
            Minor-antidotes (Normal)
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            210
          
        


        
          	
            Minor soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            27
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            513
          
        


        
          	
            Soul-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            33
          

          	
            24
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            792
          
        


        
          	
            Minor stamina-potions (Normal)
          

          	
            21
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            399
          
        


        
          	
            Odds and ends
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Glass-chickens
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Magical-talisman
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bags
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            30
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-daggers (Normal)
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            49
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-Swords (Normal)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-axes (Normal)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            149
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-spears (Normal)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            119
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-shields (Normal)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            199
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-arrows x32 (Normal)
          

          	
            3
          

          	
            96
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            288
          
        


        
          	
            Bone-greatsword (High)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            400
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	
            Enchanted lanterns
          

          	
            1
          

          	
            299
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            299
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-scissors (Normal)
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            25
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            50
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-hammers (Normal)
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            25
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Services 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Repairs
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            529
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
             Purchases 
          

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Orange mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            35
          

          	
            -5
          

          	
            -175
          
        


        
          	
            Blue mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            31
          

          	
            -6
          

          	
            -186
          
        


        
          	
            Green Mushroom-caps
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            -9
          

          	
            -54
          
        


        
          	
            Goblin-teeth (Small)
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            180
          

          	
            -1
          

          	
            -180
          
        


        
          	
            Iron-bars
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            4
          

          	
            -20
          

          	
            -80
          
        


        
          	
            Ectoplasm
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            -
          

          	
            0
          

          	
            -13
          

          	
            0
          
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Sum (Gross)
          

          	
            Taxes
          

          	
            Guild Dues
          

          	
            Upkeep
          

          	
            Total Deductions
          

          	
            Sum (Net)
          
        


        
          	
            2484
          

          	
            12%
          

          	
            5%
          

          	
            10%
          

          	
            671
          

          	
            1813
          
        


        
          	

          	
            298
          

          	
            124
          

          	
            248
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	

          	

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            Earnings Each
          

          	
            Basil Salary
          

          	
            Commission
          

          	
            Basil Earnings
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	
            864
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            2.00%
          

          	
            86
          

          	

          	
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            36
          

          	

          	

          	
        

      
    


    


    Basil leaves for the day. She hasn’t been earning much of a commission lately because of their slow business, but her daily salary is enough to keep her above water, as far as Fresh knows at least. She does feel a little bad, since the two of them make so much money. But Jubilee yells at her and tells her to get it together.


    "It’s our shop, so why shouldn’t we make money? We already pay her double on average what any store here would pay her," argues Jubilee and Fresh relents. She supposes if Basil needs more, she can just ask. But the priestess makes anywhere from fifty to three-hundred Obols a day anyways. Looking back on her own life a few weeks ago, Fresh realizes how much money even that really is.


    The two of them finish up for the night, restocking all of the shelves. Fresh takes a while to make all of the new items for the next day. Their list of wares is slowly becoming larger and larger. But at the same time, so are their savings.


    "How much do you think we need?" asks Fresh, carrying a load of soul-potions downstairs, the little glass-chickens rattling in the box in her hands. "For a cart and an anqa and all of that?"


    "Well…" Jubilee thinks, placing some talismans into the bin with the rest. "We’ll need a second employee. So that’s another Basil." They tap their mask, thinking. "We need a cart and an anqa," Jubilee counts with their fingers, lowering another one as they go on. "You obviously can’t take care of it, since they apparently hate you." Fresh frowns, she really wants to pet one of the anqas. But it doesn’t seem like it’s going to happen anytime soon.


    "Plus someone to take care of it, feed it and drive the cart and carry all the stuff to and from the guild. So that’s a third employee plus those costs. Uh… I guess you want some tools and some stuff for the guild space too?"


    Fresh nods. "Mm!"


    "Yeah, so we’re probably looking at twelve-thousand? As an initial sum. Most of that is the anqa and the cart, honestly."


    "That’s not so bad, we have that already, don’t we?" asks Fresh.


    "Yeah, we’ll see if we can figure it out. I have no idea where you even buy a fucking anqa," says Jubilee, shrugging.


    "Huh…" Fresh thinks for a moment. "Maybe Basil knows?"


    "Maybe. Anyways, let’s finish here. I wanna get some sleep tonight," says Jubilee, rolling their shoulders, as if their body was stiff and aching.


    "Mm!" nods Fresh in agreement as she goes to restock the shelves.


    The rest of the night passes without any noticeable events happening and Fresh happily falls asleep, pushing the lantern she had made for Basil out of the way, as it obsessively floats towards her bed while she’s trying to sleep. It’s a little annoying, honestly. But eventually her eyes fall too heavily shut to be bothered by something like that anymore. The pale, white light of the lantern seeps out of its metal slits, silhouetting the form of the angel as it washes over her sleeping shell, like beams of pale moonlight.


    Something trickles in the distance.


    Fresh opens her eyes in an instant, as the flash of midnight inspiration reaches her. The girl shoots upright, the lantern only just moving out of the way a second before she smashes her head against it.


    "That’s it!" she says excitedly and runs downstairs in a hurry, before it’s too late. She stops on the stairs, half-way there and then quickly runs back to her room to put her robe on. A minute later, she runs out again, hoping it's not too late. Hurrying down the stairs, into the beyond chilly store-front area, she grabs the bowl with the melting ice golem-core inside of it and looks at the little pebble that is sloshing around in the melted water. Is this still enough? She hopes so.


    Grabbing the bowl, she quickly runs upstairs and back into her room, grabbing some glass from the pantry on the way. Yanking the flying lantern out of the air, she throws it back inside of her room together with herself and then quickly shuts the door.


    Setting the bowl down, she grabs the block of matte glass and begins carving a hollow square out of it. It’s a bit of a rough process, as she’s never made something like this before. But compared to the half-intricate work of the chicken bottles, this is easy enough. A few minutes later, it’s ready. A hollow, matte-glass cube with one side open.


    "That’s great!" she mutters to herself, spinning it around to look at it. Her eyes wander down to the golem-core that is already almost entirely gone now. Hurrying, she gets up and carefully dunks the glass cube into the cauldron of rebirth, doing her best not to get any of the water on her hands.


    Fresh sets the full glass bowl down and then, picking up the ice-cubed sized golem-core, drops it into the new ‘mini-cauldron’. Quietly mumbling to herself, she hopes this works. Tonight isn’t a moonless night, so maybe this won’t be good enough to make a new cauldron in and of itself. But she hopes that it doesn’t count as ‘making a new one’, as the water is already enchanted from last time.


    The little pebble of ice plops down into the container and she holds her hands out over it, closing her eyes as she channels her magic into it. She feels a soft glow touch her eyelids, coming out together with a slight crackling sound of regrowing ice.


    A moment later, she looks down in delight. The golem-core has been fully restored, sitting snugly inside of the square, glass bowl. A little water splashes out from the sides, displaced from the growth in size and the wet stains the floorboards. But that’s okay. In glee, she feels the cool air emanating out of the little construction. Grabbing a leftover piece of glass, she flattens it into a flat square with a little handle and then sets it on-top of the jar as a lid.


    With smug pride, she looks at the thing sitting before her. It had cost her an hour of sleep, but with this, she can assure that she and her friends are comfortable all summer long. They can get so much work done and not even the scorching light of the sun will be able to stop her.


    Her eyes wander towards the depiction of the guardian angel that floats next to herself, the gentle streaks of soft light that shine from its body, filling the frigid crystal that is suspended in the water with a meek glow. The suspended aura fills the room with an eerie light that is similar to the haunting aura of the full moon.

  


  Chapter 89: Too much free time


  
    "Are you stupid?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips, as Fresh looks back over her shoulder towards them. It’s early in the morning and the two of them are standing upstairs in the kitchen. Fresh is cooking them both some breakfast, having woken up earlier than Jubilee, who just came by and saw the repaired golem-core sitting on the kitchen table.


    "So you don’t want salt on your eggs?" asks Fresh, repeating her question and tilting her head, as she places a lid over the pan.


    "What? No." Jubilee shakes their head. "Salt on the eggs. But I mean this." They raise a hand, pointing at her night’s work.


    "Aren’t you happy about it?" asks Fresh, somewhat let down. "I thought you’d like it." She purses her lips and looks back to the pan, waiting for the bottom of the fried egg to harden a little. "So we can stay cool? You know? And if we keep the store cold, maybe people will come in more often!" she explains, looking back over her shoulder.


    Jubilee sighs. "That’s all great and everything, but what are you going to tell Basil?"


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee leans against the door-frame with their arms crossed. "Basil? You know?" asks Jubilee. "She works here? How are you going to explain to her that the golem-core un-melted?"


    Fresh thinks for a moment. "Uh…" her eyes wander out of the kitchen window, looking out over the plaza. "Ah!" The spatula slaps against the palm of her hand. "We’ll just tell her that we bought a new one!"


    "Bad plan, goo-brain. Don’t tell lies that are easy to disprove."


    "Easy to disprove?" asks Fresh.


    Jubilee shrugs. "What if she asks where you bought it from?"


    "Uh… from an adventurer?"


    "An adventurer who came by when? Because she was here all day," says Jubilee. "I think the egg’s burning."


    Fresh yelps, lifting the lid off of the pan and quickly scrapes the metal spatula under the fried egg, lifting it up to look at the bottom of it that is fairly dark on the bottom surface. "Sorry, I’ll take this one," says Fresh, plating the egg and reaching for another one together with a pat of butter to re-grease the pan. "What if we say we got it at a store?"


    "What store?" sighs Jubilee. "She can just ask them if we did. They’ll remember a big ticket item like a golem-core being sold."


    Fresh sighs. "You’re really smart, Jubilee."


    "Yeah," says Jubilee.


    "So should I get rid of it?" asks the girl.


    "Woah there, I didn’t say that. We can keep it upstairs, where she can’t see it."


    Fresh throws the dab of butter into the pan, it bubbles up and melts right away. This conventional fire-stove gets a lot hotter than she had expected. Waiting a second, she cracks the egg on the corner with two hands, getting some on her fingers as she messily pulls it apart. But at least no fragments of the shell fall into the pan. The egg drips out against the hot surface and begins to sizzle with a loud hiss, solidifying immediately. Grabbing the lid, she places it back on top of the pan and listens to the quiet noise coming out, the sound intermingling with the birds outside the window.


    Fresh nods, a little let-down, as she was looking forward to Basil’s happy reaction. But she understands that Jubilee has a point. She didn’t even think about it, honestly. This could have ended really badly for them. Even if she counts Basil as a friend and even if the priestess works here together with them, she’s still probably spying on them for the church. All manner of thoughts go through her mind for a while, as she stares there, vacantly gazing at the pan.


    "- ey. Hey!" Jubilee snaps their fingers a few times and Fresh rouses from her daze, looking back at her friend who is still standing in the door. "The egg?"


    "Huh?" she looks back at the pan, where a little bit of smoke is coming from the edge. "AH!"


    Eventually, the two of them finish preparing their breakfast. While Fresh finishes with the eggs, making some that actually manage to come out properly, Jubilee goes out into town, coming back with a jar of honey just as Fresh finishes taking the last slice of toasted bread out of the pan. In excitement, she stares at the new golden treasure, wide-eyed and giddy. She didn’t even know that there was honey here in this world to begin with.


    It doesn’t really go great with the eggs, but that doesn’t stop her from slathering it onto a piece of bread before placing an egg over it, as she prepares her own plate.


    "That’s not…" Jubilee shakes their head. "Nevermind. Whatever floats your boat." Fresh nods excitedly, remembering to sprinkle salt over Jubilee’s eggs.


    A while later, Basil arrives at the store and they open for the day. The two of them had decided to leave the golem-core upstairs, out of Basil’s sight. With any luck, it’s presence in the house would hopefully, at the very least, allow some cool air to trickle down now and then.


    After helping with the initial morning rush, Fresh leaves the downstairs area to her friends so that she can get back to her work. Though she does make a few trips first, bringing down the rest of the purification-mixture that the thieves’ guild had ordered for reasons she isn’t too keen on digging into all too deeply.


    "Are you sure about this?" asks Basil quietly, as she sets the last bottle down.


    Fresh looks at the priestess. "Merchants," says the girl plainly.


    "But what if they…" she looks around, to see if anyone is listening. "What if they use it to… you know…?" she points to the flower on the bottle that was once a skull. Fresh catches her insinuation nonetheless and shrugs, doing her best to pretend to be Jubilee.


    "If they want to do that, they’ll do it with or without our wares," she explains, raising a finger as she talks. "So we might as well make the sale."


    Basil doesn’t really seem pleased with that answer, even though it was perhaps the one she expected. But she seems to let the topic drop. By the time Fresh comes downstairs again to pick up another load of armor, which needs to be repaired, the bottles are all gone, apparently having been picked up in an incredibly quick and organized manner, according to Jubilee.


    The upstairs door shuts behind herself, as she leans back against it and sighs, having come upstairs for the fifth or sixth time now since they had opened. At least it’s somewhat cooler up here. The afternoon heat hasn’t quite arrived just yet, but it’s certainly on its way.


    Fresh thinks, wondering what it even is that she wants to achieve today. There’s always more crafting that needs to be done, especially because of the order for the lanterns. Their stock downstairs isn’t moving too fast, so it’s fine if she does that stuff in the evening. She hasn’t worked on the house in a while either and she really wants to do that.


    Oh, and she also wants to make something for Jubilee too, like she had been thinking about for so long, though she still isn’t really sure as to what. Jubilee never seems to like anything in particular and doesn’t really appear to have any hobbies either. She tilts her head looking down the hallway. Or she could try to come up with new items? New things are always good.


    Stepping inside of the pantry, she looks around at the boxes lining the shelves. It certainly looks a lot more organized than it had before and if nothing else, at least their food is rat-proof; as far as she can tell at least. Entirely overloaded with possibilities, the girl rubs her head as she thinks and walks around the small space. Something shiny flutters past her eye and she catches the little thing and looks at it. It’s one of her hairs.


    Spinning the single strand of her hair around in her hand, she looks at it as the sunlight begins to slowly shine inside through the pantry window, reflecting off of the shiny thing.


    She never really did try to manipulate her curses more. This is another avenue that is technically open to her, if she really feels like it. Sure, it could go disastrously wrong, but on the other hand, curses seem extremely powerful and maybe it’s a waste if she doesn’t learn how to use them?


    Her own words that she had spoken to Basil not that long ago come back to her. Something is going to go disastrously wrong anyways eventually, so why not try to get ahead of it? Fight fire with fire. She purses her lips as she thinks, continuing to spin the single hair around between her fingers. The birdsong slowly begins to fade away, as the small creatures clear the stage for the buzzing cicadas and the gentle trickle of the fountain.

  


  Chapter 90: With friends like these


  
    Fresh stands downstairs, staring at Basil who is standing behind the counter and fanning herself with a single piece of paper. The priestess sighs, perhaps lamenting the heat and then opens her eyes to look back towards Fresh, who is watching her closely.


    "Yes…?" asks Basil, somewhat nervously.


    "Oh. Uh. Nothing," says Fresh as she thinks about the idea she just had. Returning to work, she finishes sweeping downstairs. It’s the middle of the afternoon and it’s getting hot again, however some adventurers had tracked in a thick streak of crumbling mud from the dungeon this morning. Finishing up, she sets the broom against the wall and goes upstairs to get a piece of wood. Fresh comes back down a moment later and sets the crafting materials down onto the counter in front of Basil. She also has some glue with her.


    "What are you doing?" asks the priestess.


    Fresh looks at her, raising a finger as she explains. "I have an idea."


    "Oh boy," comes a tired sigh from across the store and Fresh turns her head around, sticking her tongue out at Jubilee who is adjusting the glass-chickens. There isn’t a single customer and there hasn’t been since the morning rush.


    "Bleeeh~!"


    Under Basil’s watchful eye, Fresh grabs the piece of wood and uses her abilities to saw a small piece of it off, which is about two fingers in length and one in width.




    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Saw]
          
        

      
    


    


    Setting that small piece upright, she then saws that in half again lengthwise, creating two flat and long sticks. Holding her hands above them, she closes her eyes and smooths them down to get rid of any rough edges and splinters.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Sand{Fine}]
          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, Fresh holds an open hand out to Basil. "Can I have your paper, please?" Basil looks at her warily, apparently not happy about having to give up her only source of cool air. But the priestess relents with little more than a bitter smile as she hands the girl the page. "Thanks, Basil!"


    Fresh sets the paper down, folding it together into thin segments in an alternating pattern. Wait… she thinks for a moment. It won’t work like this. Looking around, she grabs a pair of scissors from the shelves and cuts larger corners off of the bottom half of the paper. Basil flinches as she watches the piece of paper, her only source of relief, become mutilated. "Don’t worry, Basil!" reassures Fresh, understanding the priestess’ pain. "Wait - hold on."


    She grabs the two sticks and then fastens them together at the base with a single thin, metal nail, which she saws off at the end. The small thing looks and works almost like a pair of elongated scissors. Then, she takes one side of the paper and glues it to one stick and then glues the other side of the paper to the other stick. Finally, she glues another piece of wood on top of both sticks, sandwiching the paper between them.


    "Ta-da!" says Fresh excitedly, as she holds up the little construction, presenting it to Basil, who just stares at her, somewhat lost.


    "What is it?" asks the priestess, doing her best to hide her upset expression.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Paper fan]{Normal}
          
        


        
          	
            A small, handheld paper fan. Lightweight, portable and great to cool off with on hot days.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.1kg
          

          	
            Durability: 10/10
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    "Ah!" Fresh flips the thing open. "It’s a fan!" she says, beaming. She waves it towards Basil, who closes her eyes in relief as the air comes back to move around her face, tossing her hair up a little. "Here!" Fresh hands it to the priestess and then sets to work, cleaning up all of the scraps. But not before also making one for Jubilee.


    Basil sighs in relief as she waves the small hand-fan against her face. "This is really nice," exclaims the priestess. "It works really well."


    "Mm!" beams Fresh, happy to have brought some relief to one of her friends.


    Jubilee takes the other fan, as Fresh hands it to them, but seems less excited. Fresh supposes that their mask sort of ruins the point of the fan. "Thanks," says Jubilee, examining the thing. Fresh rubs her head. Making anything for Jubilee is really hard. They’re so peculiar. "We could probably sell these," says Jubilee and Fresh winces.


    "I knew you’d say that," she sighs.


    "Nineteen Obols?" asks Jubilee, opening the fan and trying it out, ignoring her distressed sighing.


    Basil chimes in from the counter. "That sounds reasonable. Whatever happened to the sweet-teas?"


    Jubilee thinks for a moment, looking up at Fresh. "Yeah, whatever happened to those?"


    The girl crosses her arms and purses her lips in frustration. "I’m trying to make things that you two like, not things to sell!"


    Jubilee shrugs. "I like having things to sell." They look around Fresh towards the counter. "Right, Basil?"


    "Mhm," says the priestess, fanning herself. Her golden bangle jangling on her arm. With drooping shoulders, the heat suddenly gets to her after all, Fresh grabs the rest of the materials and heads back upstairs to stow everything away. At least it’s nice and cool up here.


    "Stupid Jubilee. Stupid Basil," grumbles Fresh as she steps into the kitchen. Why can’t her friends just accept her presents as they are? Why do they insist on being so… mercantile about everything? She just wanted to do something nice and she would have been thrilled with just a thank you and a smile from them, but here they are, trying to make a profit.


    The pot clinks as she sets it down against the metal stove and gets ready to make more of the sweet-tea.


    She sighs again, if only just to make herself feel better. Grabbing some of the fruits from the basket, she rubs them against her dress and throws them into the pot. They splat down against the metal somewhat unceremoniously. "Jerks," she mumbles to herself and tears open the kitchen window. Immediately, a streaming heat blasts into the fairly sheltered kitchen. Any coolness that has managed to come together and seep through the walls from the golem-core, to keep this room cool, immediately dissipates and is blown away.


    The sweltering summer scorch surrounds her on all sides in an instant. Feeling uncomfortable again, this time on purpose, the girl sets to work making the sweet-tea, grumbling to herself the entire time as she works.


    As she does so, she listens to the only noise coming from the outside world. The trickling fountain, whispering to her with its gentle splashes. There are no voices, no birds and not even any cicadas or any other kind of buzzing insect. All there is, is the sound of her working in the kitchen and the sound of the fountain. It’s just the two of them, as if they were the last things around in the whole world.


    Fresh stirs the pot of boiling water, thinking as she gazes down into it vacantly. Her curses; after she had had the idea in the pantry earlier, she quickly brushed it aside, deciding that it was too risky and too dangerous. She would rather do something simple and productive to make her friends happy, because that’s what makes her happy. But…


    The spoon clinks, as she strikes it against the rim of the pot a few times.


    But maybe she needs to get more serious about this witch business? Curse-magic seems to be incredibly powerful and potent, so much so that it’s an object of dread in this world. Making potions and paper-fans is great and all… but is that what’s going to keep her and her friends safe when their time comes? When the hero rises, to destroy all things that have stemmed from darkness, as the nightmare foretold? As the prophecy foretold?


    She listens to the fountain and to its clear answer.


    "No."


    Grabbing a few scoops of the tea mixture, she pours it into the water.


    She’s going to need more than a few glass-chickens and a fistful of Obols. Jubilee had told her what they would need to do, if it came down to it and in a sense, she’s really happy that there is someone in her life who would promise to go so far with her if they had to. But at the same time, Jubilee can also be a little inconsiderate sometimes. "People are complicated," says Fresh, shaking her head. She takes the mixture off of the stove to let it cool off.


    Her eyes rise up towards the dungeon as she stares out of the window. In an odd train of thought, she supposes that if anyone ever finds out that she’s a witch, she can just… hide inside of the dungeon forever? It’s not like anyone could ever get to her then, since only she and Jubilee can go inside her instance of it. She’d be safe. She could live off of cave water and mush-mushes for a few years. Maybe people would even forget about her eventually and the hero would just go away on his own then? She could sneak out in the middle of the night and leave town once things have cooled down. But that doesn’t really seem like an appealing way to live this new life, honestly.


    Her eyes wander back down towards the swirling mixture before herself. No. She just has to keep doing what it is that she’s doing right now. The fountain put her here for a reason, for a purpose and she’s moving towards that goal. Even if she doesn’t quite understand what it is herself. As the sweet-tea spins, the remnants of the leaves seem to slowly rise to the surface. Curiously, she watches them float up to the top of the thick soup. She watches their petals drift and float around, as if souls carried down the river of the dead. They come together, the black mass converging into a vague shape. Round. Empty on the inside save for a few odd leaves here and there that make up the details.


    A face with no eyes.


    She tilts her head the other way, trying to figure out if the heat is getting to her. As she examines the pot closer, the leaves all seem to sink away, floating down to the bottom where they dissolve entirely from the heat.


    She blinks. It looks like an apple now.


    How odd.

  


  Chapter 91: The morning hours


  
    It’s the morning of the next day and the shop is full with the usual initial rush. The red-wizard examines a small, flat, cylindrical glass-bottle. The small container, filled with the sweet-tea, is about a large gold Obol in diameter and a finger and a half in height. The tea itself is bright-red, but mostly translucent. Fresh had opted to use a tiny bit less of the fruit-paste for each bottle, so that the drink would be less sticky and stay more refreshing during the hot days. Even with a little less sugar, it’s still very fragrant and enjoyable to drink.


    "So, it’s not a new potion?" asks the red-wizard.


    Jubilee crosses their arms, leaning against the front of the counter. "I told you, it’s sweet-tea."


    "What’s it for?"


    "It’s for drinking," replies Jubilee, shaking their head.


    "But what does it do?" asks the wizard.


    "It makes you stop being thirsty. What do you want me to say?"


    "But why wouldn’t I just drink water from the fountain if I’m thirsty?" asks the wizard.


    "Because it tastes better, you meat-head," barks Jubilee. "I think all the blood from your brain has gone to those minotaur legs of yours."


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh. The red-wizard laughs, shaking the verbal jab off and lifts the hem of her robe to show them the calf of her leg, which is incredibly dense and muscular. Lifting the tip of her foot up, she flexes it. A sharp whistle comes out from the group of people behind her. From the muscular dark-elf, carrying her load of mushroom-caps to sell for the day. The red-wizard drops the cloth back down and laughs, waving the elf off.


    "I’m really good at running now!" they say, turning back to Jubilee.


    "I bet," says Jubilee to the red-wizard. "Buy something or use those legs to run outside."


    "Jubileeee~" cries Fresh quietly. The wizard laughs, grabbing some of the sweet-teas together with their usual potions and heads to the counter.


    Jubilee looks back to Fresh. "What?" Fresh looks at the wizard who is paying Basil for the items. She looks back at Jubilee. "It’s called banter, you giant baby," they say." Toughen up a little, will you?" Jubilee rolls their eyes. "You’re an adventurer, remember?"


    The wizard pops the cap off of their sweet-tea and takes a sip out of the bottle, her eyes lighting up. "Hey, this is really good!" she says, turning back to Jubilee, who just shrugs as if that were obvious. The woman finishes the bottle right there, chugging it down before she manages to leave, going back out through the door. From the line of customers, a few curious eyes watch her as she leaves and then their gazes, as well as a few of their hands, move to the shelf, taking some of the bottles off to try for themselves.


    The rest of the morning passes exactly as every summer morning before this one. The initial rush is fairly dense and vibrant and then the numbers of adventurers slowly starts to dwindle, as they all retreat to either the inside of the much colder dungeon or back into their homes in the adventurers’ guild. The sweet-tea sells pretty decently. It isn’t a high profit item, but as with everything else that they make, the costs are fairly low, so every sale makes a profit, no matter how small. Besides, most people don’t just buy the sweet-tea. They buy potions or weapons and just so happen to take one or two bottles with them.


    Fresh didn’t have time to get any more fans ready, but she hopes that she’ll manage by tomorrow to have a few ready for the shelves. But there is just always so much to do that she is having trouble keeping up.


    Eventually, the stream of customers slows down to a trickle and then the last one leaves the store, leaving the three of them standing there. Soon enough, they all retreat to their spots. Basil behind the counter, fanning herself. Jubilee sits on the stairs and leans against the wall. Fresh doesn’t join them today however, as she goes upstairs, determined to get some work done.


    Grabbing a load of wood and metal fastenings, she heads back downstairs and starts ripping out and replacing more segments of the walls. Within an hour, the rest of the entire front wall of the store is completed as well as a large part of the side walls downstairs, where she can reach at least. A lot of them are blocked by the shelves now, so those will end up being a larger task to replace. Still, this is a lot already. With smug pride, she runs her fingers along the gaps, feeling for any disturbances or drafts. There are none.


    She had bought some insulating material last time she was in town as well and stuffed it into the walls. Knocking against the wood, she listens to the dull thud coming back to meet her. "Ta-da!" she says, presenting the wall to Jubilee, who looks over from the stairs and nods.


    "Nice job."


    Fresh beams. "The insulation will help keep the noise from outside down, plus it’ll help keep the house cool in summer and warm in winter!"


    Jubilee nods again. "One wall down. Fifty-seven left to go."


    Basil chimes in, still fanning herself with the new fan. "If I may, why don’t you just hire a contractor to fix this all up? Replacing the walls and the floors and putting in some insulation shouldn’t be so expensive? Relatively speaking." Fresh looks at her, not lowering her arms that are still presenting the wall. "Then you can concentrate on your work," adds Basil, sensing the girl’s eyes on her.


    Fresh purses her lips and lowers her arms. "But I want to do it."


    "Isn’t it going to take a lot of time, though?" asks the priestess curiously.


    "It feels better if I do it myself, though," explains Fresh.


    "I can ask some of the church workers, I’m sure I can get a good price for you," suggests the priestess.


    "As if we want more of you kooks running around here," says Jubilee, shaking their head.


    Fresh sighs, as she watches Jubilee and Basil get into another argument about the church. Waving them off, if only for herself, as neither of them are paying her any attention now, she turns around and places her hands on her hips, admiring the new wall. She made it herself and that’s the whole point. In a sense, it’s not about the house. It’s about the act, the intent. She doesn’t just want to dump money into this place and call it a day. She wants to put her feelings into it. Because ultimately, that’s what people are going to feel when they come inside.


    She smiles, proud of the solid construction through which not a single inkling of a draft leaks.


    Nodding to herself, she runs upstairs, grabs her bag and makes her way out. "I’m going to go buy more wood!" she calls out to Jubilee and Basil who are still going at it. Neither of them spare her much mind, being too entrenched in their argument. The girl scratches her cheek, unsure if this is a real argument or just ‘banter’ as Jubilee called it. She isn’t really good with these kinds of social situations, so maybe it’s best if she just lets the two of them work it out on their own this time.


    Still smiling, she closes the door behind herself. Maybe she’ll buy them a light snack on her way back? Something for lunch. Nothing helps people mend their bonds quite like lunch.


    Running through town, doing her best to stay in the shade of the trees lining the path, Fresh runs around on her errands. She stops at the general store to order more wood and fabric for their pantry, then she grabs another sack of feathers for her arrows. As she walks through the city, she peers at the many different stalls and vendors, most of which are entirely without customers. The streets are fairly quiet now that the sun is starting to make its appearance for the day. Stopping by her favorite fruit vendor, she buys a jar of bright-orange jam and makes her way back to the store.


    She isn’t really sure, but as she walks, she can’t help but feel like she hears an extra set of feet behind herself. Looking over her shoulder however, she sees nobody but herself and the distant vendors. A soft, summer breeze blows past her, carrying with it the first crushing heat of the day. As she stands there, looking behind herself, she can’t help but feel that she is being watched, followed.


    Jubilee had told her about this the other day. Are they being watched by the merchants’ guild? The church? Or some other party who they had upset, like someone who the barkeeper from the adventurers’ guild had warned her about? She isn’t sure. Are they a threat to them? To her? To her new home? Or are they just being cautious and watching the newcomers? She isn’t sure.


    The cicadas buzz in the trees as the birds slowly fall silent. Somewhere off in the distance, she hears the bells of the church starting to ring out. The sound of the heavily striking metal clanging and echoing, as it travels through the otherwise quiet city.


    Fresh stands there, alone, together with the unseen presence lurking nearby and watching her. Out from behind some wall or some foggy window. Somewhere. She isn’t sure where. But she knows that it’s here. She can feel them. The hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.


    She listens to the trickle of the distant fountain that once again sounds so unusually loud, as if it is calling out down the way, its voice trying to reach her and her alone. But this is the game that they’re playing. This is how this city and the people here work, she understands that now. At least in the part of society that she and her friends reside in.


    Lifting her eyes to the vague areas around herself, the dark alley, the foggy windows, she speaks to each and everyone of them. So that she is sure that the pair of eyes that she feels on her skin sees her. Her fingers grip the strap of her bag tighter, her other hand drooped down loose, ready to cast a spell, even though she knows she shouldn’t.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Jinx]
          
        

      
    


    


    The purple smoke that nobody but she herself can see trickles down her finger, running down her leg like a snake climbing down a tree until it reaches the stones and then vanishes into a tiny crevice, as it seeks its target. The window vanishes, also unseen to everyone but herself.


    "I’ll kill you if I have to," says Fresh, doing her best to envision Jubilee in her mind’s eye as she then simply turns around and keeps on walking. If the jinx spell works, it will find her pursuer and maybe cause them to trip up a little. Four luck isn't a lot to steal, as most adults here seem to have a lot more than that, but it's about the act of defiance in her mind, more than the pragmatism of the matter.


    She hums to herself, getting her mind off of it as best as she can. Fresh hopes Basil and Jubilee will like the jam. Maybe she should have gotten a different color? She hopes that they aren’t sick of orange things just yet.


    From somewhere in the distance, she hears a quiet hiss in her mind, as the viper sinks its fangs into someone's leg. She smiles, feeling a little bad at the same time. But only a little. This is about survival, after all.

  


  Chapter 92: Round and round she goes


  
    Fresh rolls the glass-marble back and forth over the counter, as she sits down on the other side of it, opposite of Basil. Her head is drooped down over it with her hands outstretched. The marble rolls to the left and lazily strikes against her fingers. With a slight nudge, she rolls it back towards the right just as listlessly. She had made it out of a piece of glass earlier, simply out of boredom. Neither Jubilee or Basil were interested in the jam, so it now sits upstairs in the kitchen, ignored. She sits downstairs, ignored.


    The marble rolls to the left again as she pushes it back anew. Her eyes follow it as it rolls over the counter for the thousandth time.


    *Thwack*


    Jubilee’s leather glove slaps down against the counter, stopping the marble’s roll. "If I have to listen to that thing any longer, it’s going to drive me insane."


    "But I’m so booooored~," sighs Fresh. "Summer is so booooring~."


    "If you’re bored, go play outside with the rest of the kids," snaps Jubilee. "I’m sure Basil can arrange a play-date for you." Jubilee lifts their hands and sets the marble down in-front of Fresh’s face, her chin pressing against the counter-top. The girl sighs and stares downward, watching as her exhaling breath slowly nudges the marble away again.


    Basil shakes her head. "Actually, the children are really busy during the summer," explains the priestess. "They help take care of all the chores, since there are more adventurers coming through the city."


    "What does that have to do with anything?" asks Fresh, confused.


    "Well, more adventurers means more of us have work, which means someone else has to do all of the day to day tasks back at the church."


    "Huh…" says Fresh, looking back at the marble. She supposes that makes sense. "Wait. How come there are more people traveling during summer?"


    "Because the weather is nicer," explains Basil, continuing to fan herself. "It makes it easier to travel from outside of the city, when there are no storms."


    "Oh. That makes sense." Fresh’s eyes wander back down to the marble. "But they get time off too, right?"


    "Sure, you saw them playing at the park, didn’t you?" asks Basil. "Work is important though. As children, they need to learn that they won’t get food if they don’t work." Fresh looks up towards the priestess who is leaned against the wall with her eyes closed as she fans herself. "The world just isn’t kind enough for it to be any other way."


    "Huh," says Fresh again and looks back down to the marble, getting ready to roll it around again.


    "Don’t you dare," says Jubilee, watching her movements carefully.


    Fresh sighs and heads upstairs, taking the marble with her.


    She closes the door behind herself and lets out a second deep sigh as she leans with her back against it. Going to her room, she sits inside, feeling the cold air against her body, much to her relief. Her room is far, far colder than any of the rest of the house as the golem-core is inside of it. As long as she remembers to use the spell to repair it once a day, it could possibly last forever. Which is great and all, but she’s a little bothered because she can’t use it to cool down the store area downstairs, at least not without arousing suspicion.


    She plops down to the ground and starts rolling the marble from side to side again, watching it as she thinks about anything and everything. She wonders if other people get bored too? Maybe not adventurers down in the dungeon. But… the normal people of the city? The other shop-keepers. The barkeeper of the adventurers’ guild. Probably even the orphans. Actually, they’re probably the most bored of everyone. She supposes being a kid was weird enough in her old life. How weird must it be in this world? Especially if you have to live in a church.


    She lifts up her head, looking at her vague reflection in the golem-core and mutters. "Boooriiiiing~"


    Determined to do something about it, Fresh claps her hands and gets back up onto her feet. If she’s bored, she should do something productive. Maybe she can make something to help alleviate someone else’s boredom too? She strikes her palms against her cheeks, lightly slapping her face a few times to energize herself as she runs back outside of her room, grabbing her bag.


    Excited, Fresh runs past her friends again and goes into town to get the things she needs. Fresh ignores their wary gazes on both her way down and her way back up, twenty minutes later, her bag now full of the things that she needs and a few coins lighter. But that’s fine. She has more money than she knows what to do with already, honestly.


    Grabbing some materials from the pantry, she locks herself inside of her room and sets to her new idea. Pulling the few pieces of pliant leather out of her bag, she sets them down onto the ground and then starts thinking about how this is supposed to work.


    "Uh… it has to… uh…" Fresh grabs one corner and then lifts it up, folding it around a few times to try to get a mental vision of her desired object. "Maybe if this goes here… and if I cut that…" She tilts her head as she runs along the leather with the edge of a pair of scissors, in order to make the marks that she wants to cut along in a moment. This is maybe more of something for Jubilee to be doing. It’s not exactly tailoring, but it’s close. But it’s fine, as a craftsman, even she should be able to do something this rudimentary.


    She hopes.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Cut]
          
        

      
    


    


    A few minutes later, the sheet of leather is cut into all manner of direction, looking like a splayed out beehive. She vaguely remembers doing something like this in her old life, actually. Back when she was a small child, during some school art project. Grabbing a fistful of a cotton fluff, which she had gotten from the merchant that she always buys her feathers from, she lays it onto the leather and then starts pulling it together, the hexagonal patches coming together and forming it into a round sphere.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Craftsman: Tailoring{Sew}]
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Ball](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A densely packed leather ball. It is firm to the touch.
          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.375 kg
          

          	
            Value: ???
          
        

      
    


    


    Smiling, she holds the ball up into the air. It turned out better than she was expecting. While the color is still the same tan brown tone as the leather, it looks like a nice, perfectly round ball. Tossing it into the air above her head once, she catches it as it comes back down and spins it around in her hands. With a satisfied smile, she sets the ball down and sets to work, making a few more.


    An hour later, beaming with pride, Fresh holds one of them and runs out of her room, ready to show Basil her latest creation, now that she has finished a whole dozen of them. The magical-lantern rises up, trying to follow her, but gets stopped by the chain again. She quietly apologizes to it and closes the door behind herself and heads towards the stairs, where she then however comes to a sudden standstill.


    Her eyes wander down to her latest creation. What if they don’t like it? No. What if they like it and they want to sell it again? She fidgets, fumbling with the spherical object. It’s just a ball, so it won’t be a big ticket item of interest, she’s sure of that. But it’s about the principle. Sometimes she just wants to make nice things for the sake of it and not for a profit, but the two of them seem to be unable to really understand that, or simply unwilling to. Jubilee is a little tight-fisted and Basil has taken an uncomfortable liking to earning so much money. Fresh wonders if this whole venture isn’t actually making her friends worse people?


    It’s quiet for a minute as she stands there, thinking.


    Eventually though, she shakes her head. Nonsense. She’s just being a worry-wart. Smiling, she opens the door and heads downstairs.


    "Baaaaasil~!"


    The priestess stops fanning herself, looking up to her. "Yes?"


    "I made a bunch of these!" says Fresh proudly, going down the stairs carefully. "I thought maybe you could give them to the kids?" she says, holding the ball out to Basil.


    "Huh? Really?" asks the priestess, surprised and reaches out, taking the ball, but reaching a bit too far and her hands touch Fresh’s. "Thank you!" she says with a smile as she takes it and looks at the plaything. "Are you sure?"


    "Mm!" nods Fresh excitedly. "They need to play a little too," she explains, lifting a finger. "It’s important!"


    Basil smiles. "I’m sure they’ll love them, thank you very much!" she says, clearly delighted, but then stops for a moment. Fresh opens her eyes again and watches as the priestess reaches over, rather abruptly grabbing her hand. The woman frowns, clearly displeased as she touches Fresh. "You’re always so cold, are you sure that you’re okay?"


    Fresh nervously laughs, quickly pulling her hand free. "I’m fine! It’s just the way I am," says the girl, as she suddenly realizes that she should have waited longer after coming out of her room. Basil continues to frown, looking at her and then back to the ball.


    "Okay…" says the priestess, her frown having turned into a smile again by the next time she looks back at her.

  


  Chapter 93: Everything has a price


  
    Fresh looks down, her eyes meeting Mr. Mushroom’s wary gaze as she holds a sweet-roll out towards him, as her bargaining token.


    "Nyah?" she repeats her question and Mr. Mushroom seems to think for a moment, apparently somewhat unsure. Understanding that she has to sell it a little more, Fresh waves the roll around, explaining. "Nyah. Nyah!" She breaks off a corner and eats it. "Nyaaaah~" says the girl, holding her cheek in a theatrical display with her free hand as she eats.


    "Nyah!" grumbles Mr. Mushroom and pulls himself back inside of the hole. Fresh smiles, her experience at selling things really helped her this time. Sometimes you need to make a customer know that not only is your product good, but that they need it. Even if they don’t. You need to convince them that they do, at least until they buy it. No refunds. She smiles, listening to the rustle coming from the inside of the hole. A minute later, a large silhouette comes out, several woody, flowering bulbs clenched in its mouth. Mr. Mushroom drops the root-flowers at her feet.


    "Nyah," he says, watching her carefully.


    "Nyah!" beams the girl, reaching down to give him the sweet-roll in turn. Mr. Mushroom gently bites down on it, pulling it free from her hand and backing away slowly back into his hole. The trade is complete. The pact is sealed.


    


    
      
        
          	
            Traded: [1 Sweet-roll](Normal)


            for


            [3 Root-Flowers]{Small}(Normal)

          
        

      
    


    


    "Nyah nyah!" waves Fresh down into the dark hole, taking the root-flowers and then turning to leave the dungeon again. This was a good idea. She was always looking for more resources to help her crafting and the root-flowers were right in-front of her face the entire time. Plus, maybe she can convince Mr. Mushroom to be her friend after all? She hasn’t given up on that secret hope just yet. Maybe the two of them can set their differences aside, one day?


    Smiling, she heads back out of the dungeon and back home. It’s still before sunrise. She had woken up unusually early today and is taking care of a few things that she had wanted to do for a while now. This trade with Mr. Mushroom was one of them. She doesn’t know just yet what she wants to make out of the root-flowers, but she’s sure that there’s something to do with them.


    After they had closed last night, Basil had taken a large bag with the dozen balls in it with her, very gratefully, and promised that she’d give them to the children when she sees them in the morning. So probably right around now actually, thinks Fresh, very happily. After the ‘incident’ yesterday, she had moved the balls out of her room and into the pantry to warm them up a little, before she gave them to Basil. If only to cover her tracks.


    She sets the root-flowers down onto the counter and looks around. Jubilee isn’t awake yet and she still has more than an hour left, if she had to guess. Fresh scratches her cheek, looking around the store and thinks about what to do next. The next idea comes to her pretty quickly, as a distant glimmer catches her eye. One of the glass-chickens on the shelf reflects the early morning sunrise that is starting to break through the window, sending a shimmering, multi-colored projection onto the wooden boards of the floor. The spectacle gives the room the faintest appearance of a colorful autumn-washed forest, if only in her mind’s eye for a fraction of a second.


    Excited, Fresh picks up her bag again and heads out for the second time today, this time turning right and walking towards the entrance plaza.


    "One sweet-roll please!" she asks the baker.


    "Again?" he laughs. "You just had one."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, happy that the giant man isn’t nervous around her anymore. "I shared it with my friend!"


    "So you want one for yourself now?" smiles the baker, wrapping the sweet-roll in parchment and taking her coins.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) bought: [Sweet-roll](Normal)


            for


            [{9} Obols] !

          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh shakes her head. "No. I want to share this one with another friend," she laughs, waving goodbye to him, as she goes down towards the gate, rather abruptly stopping only just short of the other side.


    The girl stands in the giant archway, the entrance to the city, and stares up at it from the inside. Her eyes wander up the body of the towering structure. It’s massive. She wonders how long it took to build? How many people? How many days? Months? If not years? Or was this massive gate just always here? As present in the terrain as the dungeon itself, crafted by some higher power?


    For a moment, Fresh wonders why she isn’t moving. She’s just standing at the precipice, on the inside of the city, five steps away from what lies beyond. Since she’s arrived here, she’s never left the city once. Well, except for the time that she died. But that doesn’t count in her eyes. The city behind her is filled with life and even though her gaze isn’t turned back towards it, she can still feel it, hear it, hear them. Hundreds of voices. Loud, happy, laughing, jovial voices fill the air of the dawning summer’s morning. Voices of humans, elves, orcs, birds and cicadas. All of them come together to make a harmonious collective. They sound so happy, as a whole.


    Fresh doesn’t turn her head around, she just stares up towards the massive gate, listening to the happy world behind her, rather spontaneously realizing that she doesn’t really belong to it. Sure, she lives here. But she doesn’t belong. Does she? Not in a true sense. She’s hiding. She spends every day hiding, in a manner of speaking. Out of fear of being found out. She’s just pretending to belong. Even if she has Jubilee and she ‘has’ Basil, she still doesn’t belong to this collective of life. She’s an outsider, despite all of her efforts, simply due to the nature of her calamitous rebirth.


    What is this feeling? She lifts her hand, rubbing her arm as she stands there in the shadow of the gate, somewhat lost and awkward. This feels like… like her old life. How can she feel so strangely melancholic and blue on a beautiful day like this? And so suddenly?


    Her eyes lower themselves down for the first time in minutes and Fresh takes a deep breath, stepping forward and leaving the city for the first time of her own volition, since she had arrived. It’s not like it’s for forever. She’s just going outside for a minute.


    Pressing forward, not looking back behind herself, the girl hurries down the way. The forest road that leads up to the city is still filled with a lush, ardent green. But the shade is less vibrant than it was when she had initially found it. The colors of the foliage are a little more muted and dull, as if having been sapped of their radiant spring-tide energy by the summer heat. It feels weird, being here again. Though she isn’t quite able to put it into words.


    Fresh stands at the crossroads, having reached it a moment later and her body turns right. Her head, however, stays locked forward, her eyes wandering down the path that lies straight ahead. Down the way she would have gone back then, if she had gone right after her rebirth. She wonders quietly to herself, if it’s true, what the fountain told her? That if she had gone right, that it would have made her a priestess instead? She tilts her head, which is still at an angle. She wonders if she would have ‘belonged’ then? Maybe she wouldn’t have had as much money. She also probably would have never met Jubilee. But who knows what that life could have been.


    Despite her eyes looking down the way, almost longingly, her boots seem to be marching forward on their own, as if her body itself was sick of her mopey nonsense as it walks down the path, down towards the clearing with the small fountain. Eventually, once there is nothing left to see to the side but forest, her head turns back forward and her eyes follow the road towards the opening ahead, from which she can hear the stream of a gentle trickle of water.


    Fresh stops, taking a deep breath to prepare herself. The brown parchment paper crinkles beneath her fingers, as they clasp down tightly on it in her nervousness. Exhaling deeply once, she peers cautiously out and around a tree, looking into the clearing to see if he's here. The rooster. Are roosters supposed to eat sweet things like the roll that she had bought for it? Probably not. But she’s sure that one little treat won’t be too bad for it and maybe it will like her too, then? After all, if someone brought her a sweet-roll, she’d like them. So it only makes sense to her that it works the other way too.


    Gulping, Fresh steps out into the clearing and looks.


    Nothing.


    There is no rooster anywhere to be seen. There’s only the small fountain, the one she ‘arrived’ in. The one she is reborn in, when she dies. Fresh turns her head, looking over to the construction, somewhat let down that the rooster isn’t here. Walking over to it, she stares down at her own reflection, shimmering in the water just as a lazy ray of sunlight breaks through the clouds from above, revealing to her the visage of the girl in the fountain. The two lonely creatures stand in the clearing, both of them staring at each other for a time, accompanied by the sound of running water as a trickle splashes into the basin.


    The reflection lifts its hands, holding out the sweet-roll to her.


    "Do you want this?" asks Fresh and she then nods affirmingly a moment later to her mirror image, which does the same. The girl sighs and sits down on the rim of the fountain and looks down at the paper bag in her hands. As she sits alone in the forest, her back turned to her reflection, as the water trickles on, splashing into the basin with a constant candor, she can’t help but think as she listens to it, that it sounds just a tiny bit like a giggle. Like a snide chuckle. It sounds like her reflection was doing its best to not break out in a fit of laughter, as if it had seen a joke that she herself hasn’t realized yet. As if it was just waiting for her to finally catch on, before it can freely laugh as loud as it wants to.


    Lowering her gaze down to the ground, looking past the thing in her hands that she doesn’t even want anymore, Fresh looks at the strange thing between her feet. Setting the bag down onto the rim of the fountain, Fresh bends over forward and picks up the small, shiny, long thing that seems to glisten in the morning sunlight. Shimmering with such intensity as if it were set there, right between her feet as if to specifically catch her attention.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Feather](Normal)
          
        


        
          	
            A bloody feather, stemming from a rooster.
          
        

      
    


    


    Fresh carefully holds the bent, long, brown feather out in front of herself. She looks at the fresh, bloody trickle that runs down its length. Red droplets strike against the grass between her feet.


    The fountain continues to laugh, as it always has.

  


  Chapter 94: Dungeon Toy Shop


  
    It is the middle of the night. Fresh and Jubilee sit downstairs together at the counter of the store. The girl fumbles with a few scraps of fabric and fluff as she tries to get her mind off of things. Despite the roaring summer that is currently underway, Fresh can’t help but notice how particularly dark the world feels as of late. But at the same time, she isn’t really sure if it’s the world itself, or just the old blues from her last life that are finally catching up with her, now that she has slowed down a little. Now that she’s found a place to dig in her heels and she’s stopped running, it’s all catching up with her.


    Jubilee snaps their fingers in front of her face a few times. "Hey! Pay attention, you goon." Fresh looks up from the counter, staring at her friend and blinks a few times. "This was your idea, but if you’re just wasting my time, then I’m going to bed."


    "Ah! Wait! No, sorry!" apologizes Fresh, slapping her cheeks to rouse herself from her daze. "I’ve just been a little stressed lately and my mind’s wandering."


    Jubilee stares at her, their fingers tapping against the counter and they sigh, leaning back against the chair. They lift the piece of fabric, holding it out to her. "Look. You wanted to start with the legs, right?"


    "Mm!" nods Fresh.


    "How would you make them?"


    "Me? Uh…" Fresh grabs a piece of the fabric, holding the edges together to make a hollow cylinder. "I’d start with the legs like this?"


    Jubilee shakes their head. "That’s fine and all, but what about the foot?"


    "Huh?" Fresh lifts the hollow fabric tube up, closing one eye and looking at Jubilee through it.


    "You gotta close off the foot, otherwise all of the stuffing will come out."


    "Oh." Fresh looks back at the tube and then simply presses the edges together on one end, closing it off. "Like this?"


    "That looks like shit." says Jubilee, lifting up a piece of fabric. "Look, you want the bottom of the foot to be smooth, not some knotted jumble." They take the fabric. "You’re barking up the wrong tree. Watch."


    Fresh watches as Jubilee sets the fabric down onto the counter and begins drawing the silhouette of a cute bear with round ears on it. A moment later, they take a pair of their iron scissors and fold the sheet of fabric over itself, before cutting out the silhouette. A minute later, two small, flat bears lay on the counter. "See? You could make each joint one at a time and then sew it all together like some undead freak." They lift up one of the cloth bear cut-outs. "Or you just make two of these, sew the edges together and then fill it with fluff. "Draw. Cut. Sew. Fill," says Jubilee, wagging the bear cut-out left and right, giving it the impression that it’s walking. "Four steps. Easy. After that we can detail it." Fresh does her best to hold in a quiet laugh as she watches her friend wag the bear around.


    "What’s so funny, goo-brain?" barks Jubilee, setting the bear down on top of its twin again and neatly arranging them. "Get to work."


    Fresh beams, humming happily as she mimics Jubilee. The two of them spend the rest of the night making a large batch of teddy-bears. Jubilee had made fun of her and called her a giant, baby-hearted, goo-brain when she asked them to help her make them. But she can tell that they’re having fun making them too. Even if their smile is hidden away from the world, she can still see it in her friend’s loose, but excited posture and in their unusually giddy eyes, which Jubilee does their best to hide by staring at the teddy-bears as they work.


    The girl has had enough of the horrible world for now. Her entire life is built around death or misfortune in some sense. She makes weapons and items out of dead things that are used to make even more things dead. It’s a cycle that she’s fueling and while she does see that necessity of it, for now, just for tonight at least, she wants to make something nice, together with her friend.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Jubilee) uses: [Tailoring: Sew]
          
        

      
    


    


    She looks as Jubilee sews the edges of another teddy-bear shut. Setting down her current one, she takes two of the cutouts and does her best to copy Jubilee.
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    "So why are we doing this again?" asks Jubilee, inspecting her work. "You missed a corner there, here, let me see - "


    "No!" says Fresh, pulling the unfinished bear in her hands back. "I want to make this one," she says, setting the fabric down to fix the corner. Jubilee stares at her curiously, but then shrugs and returns to their work. "- Because I want to spend time with you, Jubilee," says Fresh, answering the first question.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Thanks."


    "Mm!" says Fresh, ignoring her friend’s snark as she begins gently stuffing more fluff into the one that she’s making entirely on her own. She had sewn a little too much of it closed, so it’s arduous work, pressing the fluff into the feet and the arms from the little hole that is left on the head. Fresh purses her lips, the tip of her tongue sticking out as she focuses on making this one perfect. It takes a while and as she still sits there, working on the same single one, Jubilee has long since finished cutting out and stuffing a handful of the little creatures. But she doesn’t let that bother her.


    She and Jubilee are working with two different mindsets. Sure, Jubilee is having fun and so is she, but she’s putting more than just some fluff into the little bear. Every press of her fingers to adjust the filling and every tuft of fabric that she tucks neatly into place is set there with a warm feeling in her heart. It’s a cruel world, filled with horrible things and she can’t change any of that -


    Fresh carefully sews the hole shut by hand, after filling in the rest of the stuffing into the inside of the nose.


    - But even if she can’t change that. She can make something that is the opposite of that. Even if she can’t hide herself from all the terrible facts of this new life, she can still put out something else into the darkness. Instead of perpetuating it, for tonight at least, she can let something warm be born from this feeling in her heart. It’s not a feeling born out of a desperate survival drive, or out of a yearning for escape. Rather, it’s a clean feeling that stems from somewhere deeper, somewhere purer.


    Setting the bear down, she turns it to face herself and digs into her pockets, feeling for the glass marble that she had made in advance and then carefully cut it in half. The trick to coloring the glass was to sand it to a rough state, then rub in a pigment and then reheat it again until it became smooth, before then matting it a second time so that it doesn’t shatter. Smiling, she takes a dab of glue and coats the flat back surface of the eyes, before pressing them against the material.


    Staring at the green eyes of the smiling bear that is looking back up her way, Fresh tilts her head, inspecting it carefully. She narrows her eyes, looking at its innocent smile that is made out of a sewn-on black thread, checking carefully that there isn’t a hint of smugness or fakeness to its arc. It has to be real.


    Her gaze softens, her expression is proud and tired as she nods to the bear that is fulfilling its role in an admirable manner. The bear nods back.


    Fresh rubs her eyes, blinking a few times as she looks at the small, green-eyed teddy-bear that is filled with nothing but cotton and her warm feelings. Her eyes raise up towards the shuttered window of the storefront. She can’t see through it, but she knows that it’s very late. She blinks again. Her tired mind must just be playing tricks on her. Looking down, she watches as Jubilee sets down the last of the eleven bears that they made in the time she’s made one.


    "You’re really good at this, Jubilee," says the girl, feeling less proud about her one bear now.


    Jubilee shakes their head, adjusting the bears on the counter so that they all sit next to each other. "I sew a lot of things." They sigh, leaning back against their chair before letting out a long yawn. Fresh watches, wanting to comment as her friend covers their ‘mouth’ as they yawn, despite the mask being there. But she doesn’t say anything, realizing that that might be rude. Instead, the girl takes a deep breath, mustering up the courage to give Jubilee the bear that she’s made for them as a gift.


    "Come on, let’s go to bed," says Jubilee, scooting their chair back and jumping off rather abruptly. Fresh looks up, surprised at her friend’s sudden exit and her eyes shoot back down to the single bear before her that stares up and back at her, almost expectantly.


    "Huh? Uh -"


    Jubilee starts walking up the stairs and Fresh feels her heart beating faster and faster. She feels her skin grow clammy and her fingers become jittery, as the nervousness runs through her. A cold sweat forms beneath her arms in an instant. It’s a familiar anxiety. A fear of what happens next. A fear of repercussion, a fear of being laughed at. Fresh remembers this feeling, this familiar feeling that crawls through her body as she listens to Jubilee walk up the staircase by themselves, as she listens to them vanishing away. Is this stupid? Is she just being stupid again, like always? Just being weird again, like always? Why is she so afraid, all of the sudden? Because she doesn’t want Jubilee to think that she’s odd?


    Something taps against the counter and she looks as a droplet from somewhere leaves a wet spot next to the green-eyed bear.


    Why does her throat hurt?


    Fresh clenches her fist and jumps up to her feet, the chair scooting back behind herself loudly and crashing into the wall, as she grabs the bear tightly with the other hand and runs to the bottom of the stairs before Jubilee can go.


    "Jubilee!" yells Fresh, far too loud. Jubilee stops on the stairs, looking down at the wet-eyed girl. "I made this for you!" she cries, as she holds up the bear towards them. "Be- because you’re my friend!" howls the girl, her head lowered down to look at the steps.


    "Are you crying?" asks a voice from above.


    "Noooo~!" howls Fresh, as she feels the weight in her hands grow lighter. She’s clearly crying.

  


  Chapter 95: Inner warmth


  
    It’s a sleepy day. The air is still glowing with heat, but somehow the world just feels a little calmer than usual right now, just a little quieter. But not in a foreboding way that makes Fresh think anxiously about their profits or about all of the things that she still has to do. It’s simply quiet, in a calm, peaceful fashion. As if she were sitting on the bank of a gentle river, listening to the sound of the water babbling with a crystal shimmer and the songs of the many creatures of the forest around herself.


    But none of that is actually happening, she’s just standing inside of the store, tearing out another board from the walls. It’s early in the morning, still somewhat before their opening hours. Fresh smiles, as she wipes her dusty forehead on her sleeve, getting rid of some of the grime and sweat that has collected on her face already this early in the day. But it doesn’t bother her. Today, she feels light. Cathartic.


    Looking back on last night, she feels rather stupid, honestly.


    Fresh grabs another old, rotting board and pulls it free so that she can replace it with a fresh, straight one and so that she can pack the hollow space in the walls with a layer of the thick insulating fibers that she had bought for exactly this purpose. Jubilee had thanked her for the bear and told her to stop being such a crybaby. But Fresh didn’t stop crying, not until after Jubilee had gone back to their room and she herself had fallen face-first into her own pillow. She isn’t even sure why, really.


    The hammer thuds as she strikes it against the wooden board, jamming the new thing into place. Fitting it snugly into the corner of the world that it belongs in.


    Maybe she is just a crybaby. Or maybe she was just relieved that she’s finally been able to make something to pay Jubilee back. Even if it is just something stupid like a teddy-bear. She supposes that she’s just thinking with her own ‘goo-brain’, as Jubilee calls it. But it seems like a good present, as far as she can tell. Jubilee gets unsettled by the storms and they also seem to be just as lonely a person as she herself is. So maybe it’ll be nice to have something there in the dark of the long nights that seem to fall over the world so often.


    The front door opens.


    "Good morning!" says Basil. A draft of warm air, born of the summer morning comes in together with the priestess. The soft wind tussling her hair as she steps inside, blowing through the store and carrying with it a soft smell like that of a light, floral perfume.


    Fresh waves with her hammer-hand, seeing her friend arrive for the day. "Good morning, Basil! How are you?" She tears out the next board. "Did they like the balls?" asks Fresh, feeling a little nervous at the question actually.


    Basil closes the door behind herself and walks towards the counter to get things ready for the opening soon. "I’m fine, thank you," replies the priestess with a smile as she heads to her spot, setting down her things below and pulling out the ledger. "They were very happy," she says, setting the book down and smiling with a kind smile, her eyes never traveling up towards Fresh. "Thank you, and you?"


    Fresh nods, satisfied. She hopes that they get to play a lot with them and that they don’t have to work too much. "I’m fine, just putting in some work before we start. There’s always more to do," says the girl.


    The pen scratches as Basil writes in the ledger, drawing up everything in preparation for the day. She stops, and looks to the side, down to the row of teddy-bears sitting against the wall. "Aww, what’re these? Did you make these? Are these a new product?" she asks, lifting up one of the small bears, looking into its glass eyes.


    Fresh shakes her head, returning to her work. "Jubilee made those. I guess they’re to sell?"


    "As if anyone wants to buy some freaky stuffed bears," barks a voice coming down the stairs.


    "Good morning, Jubilee!" calls Fresh from around the corner.


    "Good morning," says Basil.


    Jubilee waves both of them off, adjusting their mask with their other hand as they come down the stairs. "We’re probably gonna throw them in the trash, honestly," says Jubilee, coming over to the counter to inspect Basil’s early morning work.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, somewhat surprised at Jubilee’s statement. They had just spent all night making them together after all.


    Basil looks at the toy bear in her hands, somewhat taken aback. "Really? These are really nice though…" The priestess is quiet for a while, her eyes wandering up and down the bear in her hands as she musters up her courage. "…If you’re going to throw them away, is it okay if I take them?"


    "Aren’t you a bit old for toys?" asks Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    Basil shakes her head. "Not for me. For the children. A few of them are a little more frail and I think they’ll appreciate them a lot. Ah -" The priestess looks up towards Fresh, lifting her hands as she explains. "The balls are really nice! Thank you! It’s just…" the priestess fidgets, playing with her long sleeves. "- Some of them aren’t very physically able."


    Fresh’s eyes widen a little, as she watches the scene unfold across the store. Her mind races as it tries to process the events. She hadn’t even thought about that. Jubilee shrugs indifferently. "If you want to unload our garbage onto them, feel free," snaps her friend, not looking up from the ledger. Basil smiles, squeezing the little bear in her hands as she grabs the rest of them, gently tucking them into her bag.


    Fresh tilts her head, watching as Jubilee doesn’t lift their face from the book, but she sees their eyes wander to the side and watch as the bears are carefully set into the bag one by one. Then she understands. This was Jubilee’s devious scheme all along. For whatever reason, they aren’t just able to tell Basil that they made these for her wards to start with. But by ‘being Jubilee’, they can set things into motion just like they want, without risking the emotional vulnerability. Jubilee is a little manipulative and deceptive as always, but maybe that isn’t always a bad thing, thinks Fresh. Some people just need more distance than others.


    Smiling, she turns back to her work before Jubilee can catch her staring and with new vigor, tears out the next board.


    Soon enough, they open the store and the usual crowd arrives. The early morning adventurers, coming to unload their loot by the bagfuls. Sales are starting to pick up again, especially repairs, now that people seem to have gotten into the rhythm of this summer life. It’s still less chaotic than the lively spring, but there is a gentle action that continues all day and is passed through everyone’s happy demeanor.


    "- and then I blasted him!" says the red-wizard excitedly, bouncing on her feet up and down. Her bag, full of potions, jostles loudly on her back. "You should have seen it! There were bones flying everywhere!"


    Jubilee nods, handing her back her change. "Yeah, twenty-four is a real mess. Good job," they say, thinking for a second. "Hey, do you still have the boss-core?"


    "Yeah?" says the red-wizard, pulling on one of the straps of her bag.


    "You know what you want to make from it yet?"


    The wizard thinks for a second. "Uh… I was hoping to get a new pair of boots, actually." They lean in towards Jubilee. "Mine are getting a little tight around the calves…"


    "Cloth?" asks Jubilee.


    "Yeah," nods the red-wizard.


    "Want us to make some?"


    "Huh?" asks the wizard. "Can you do that?"


    Fresh watches as Jubilee shrugs. "We’ve never done it before so I have no idea. You’d be the first customer. Because of that, we’ll only ask for ten percent of the core."


    The red-wizard thinks for a moment, looking around the store as she ponders. Her eyes move over the many items lining the shelves, going from the potions to the weapons to the glass-chickens. Nodding, she opens her bag and pulls out something that Fresh has never seen before. A round, crystalline sphere with a roughly jagged surface. The hollow inside is filled with a swirling, cold, blue fog.


    "I’ll trust you with this then!" says the wizard, smiling at Jubilee.


    "Great!" Jubilee snaps their fingers up at Basil, who looks down in surprise. "You! Measure her feet."


    "Huh?"


    "You heard me, go!" barks Jubilee at Basil, who quickly runs off around the counter, taking the wizard with her.


    Fresh carries the next load of armor away, thinking. A boss-core? She’s never tried to work with anything like that before. They seemed like very powerful items. But if the wizard wants cloth boots, that seems more like something that Jubilee is going to end up making, as a tailor.


    Still, that makes her happy too. Her friend, just like their store, is really coming together into something whole.

  


  Chapter 96: Graveyard Shift


  
    Standing down at the bottom of the staircase down in the dungeon, Fresh and Jubilee look at each other, just outside of the boss door that leads to floor sixteen.


    "So. What are you going to do?" asks Jubilee knowingly, with their hands on their hips.


    It’s the middle of the night. The rest of the day had passed just as quietly as every other summer day before this one and the two of them had decided to go clear a new floor of the dungeon, in a bid to level Fresh up a little more. If only to ease both of their worries about the future and what it might one day bring to their doorstep.


    Fresh sighs and lowers her head. "I’m going to stand by the door and not move an -"


    "- You’re going to stand by the door and not move an inch!" repeats Jubilee, pointing at her with a finger, before she can finish the sentence. "Got it?"


    "Yeeeees~" sighs Fresh.


    Jubilee continues to point. "No picking flowers. No using any of your fucky, evil demon-magic. And no running after me and shouting -" Jubilee raises their hands to their mask, splaying their fingers. "- Jubileeeee~" they mimic in a mocking tone. "I don’t wanna hear it. You just stand there and don’t move. Not a step."


    "But Jubilee," protests the girl.


    "No," says Jubilee plainly.


    "But -"


    "No!" barks Jubilee and Fresh groans, relenting with a droop of her head.


    "Okaaay~" says Fresh. "I won’t leave the entrance."


    "Promise?"


    "Promise," she agrees and Jubilee nods, apparently satisfied.


    "Alright, let’s go," replies Jubilee, pressing their hands against the large double doors which swing open inwardly with surprising ease. Just beyond the entrance is a vague, nebulous fog that then slowly dissipates as the boss-arena is unsealed. As they walk inside of the room, Fresh notices how thick and dewy the air is becoming. She has just somehow always assumed that the dungeon would be a cold, drafty place. But the deeper down they go, the warmer and damper the air seems to become.


    There is an odd shimmering chime in the air. The sound feels oddly familiar. It is a light ringing, like fragile glass bodies touching each other, like a dozen wind-chimes on a lightly breezy day. It clamours with a gentle crystal resonance that makes the hot world feel oddly cool and dewy, at least in her mind, if not on her sweaty body. The thick, rock walls of the dungeon are slowly being broken apart by crystal formations that jut out in all directions in the passage. Ahead of them, the boss-room opens up to a large arena. The space, filled with a damp mist, is lined with gravestones from one end to the next and in the center of it all is a large, cloaked skeleton, hovering in a meditating pose. A crystal ball shimmers in its lap, from which the grave-light bounds out of, shining out in all directions. The magical energies seep from the core and seems to drift off, floating like meandering tendrils towards the many crystals that line the graveyard, touching them with their foggy presence.


    "What’s that?" asks Fresh, looking at the veiled figure.


    "It’s the sub-boss, goo-brain," says Jubilee, shaking their head as they walk on ahead alone past the first grave-stones, leaving the girl behind at the precipice to the arena.


    "Oh…" says Fresh, looking at the crystal jutting out of the wall next to her. She had just promised Jubilee not to move, so she’s going to stay right here. She’s sure of that much, she reassures herself.


    The girl tilts her head, looking at her reflection that seems to shimmer back out of the oddly luminescent crystal next to her. The sleek, glassy surface gives back a strange warping of her features, as if she were staring at her reflection in the waters of an uneven river on a windy day.
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    She looks over towards the arena, watching as Jubilee finishes cutting the first zombie in half without even stopping. Turning her head back to the crystal, she tilts her gaze sideways, looking at her face. Fresh runs along her cheekbones with a finger. Her skin feels oddly taut. The girl presses against the bone, feeling how sharp her cheeks were. Has she lost weight? Her face seems really tightly strung. She should eat more.
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    As she tilts her head again, looking at her sunken features, she sees the strands of her long hair and pulls on one, pulling it down over her nose. "I could use a haircut…"


    Fresh sighs, listening to the sounds of glass exploding left and right off in the distance, together with the sounds of howling undead who have their new lives cut very short, as many of them fall back down before ever even rising out of their graves. She looks over as Jubilee walks towards the sub-boss without a care in the world, slicing apart skeletons and zombies left and right without even stopping for a moment.
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    "Jubilee is really strong," mutters Fresh, looking back at her own reflection. She feels like she might need to start eating more. Her cheek-bones are practically jutting out of her face. A cold finger pulls on the purple skin beneath her eyes, pulling the heavy bags there taut. She looks really tired too. She should probably sleep more as well.
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    "We should go on a vacation," mutters Fresh, turning her head the other way to look at the other side of her face. She wonders if Jubilee is just as haggard as she is? It’s been a lot of stress and work, even if there have been calm and happy patches now and then. The general feeling was -


    Something screams from the arena and Fresh turns to look at the source of the ghoulish howl. The sub-boss has risen to its feet, but still continues to float. The crystal ball hovers loosely at its side as the ethereal energies begin to collect and swirl around him as Jubilee gets closer. It looks like the skeleton is charging up some kind of spell.


    - The general feeling has been…


    "Stressful," sighs Fresh, watching her reflection blink with its tired eyes. She purses her lips, looking at herself. "Ah!" says the girl as she stares at her mirror-image, remembering something. "Thanks for the sweet-roll the other day!"


    "You’re very welcome," her reflection says, both of them doing their best to ignore the screaming coming from the arena, as the tormented undead are ripped into pieces by razor-sharp slivers of glass.


    "So, how’s life?"


    "I’m still kind of tired," says Fresh to her reflection.


    "Yeah, I understand. Do you think we should take a vacation?"


    Fresh hits her fist into her palm. "I was just thinking the same thing!" She frowns. "But we just had a day off and I felt bad because we still have to do so much stuff?"


    She and her reflection nod at the same time, obviously. "Yeah, yeah, I remember that. Okay, maybe no days off until things calm down a little."


    "Do you think they will?"


    "Hmm…" Fresh scratches her cheek, thinking. "I hope so. It would be really nice if we could just… live life for a while without worrying about money or being murdered or anything like that."


    She lets out an uneasy groan. "That’s a little dark."


    "It’s true though," says the girl, shrugging as she explains to herself.


    "Yeah… I guess you’re right."


    "Do you like it here?"


    "Huh?" asks Fresh, surprised at her own sudden question for herself.


    "Here? You know?" The girl in the reflection gestures broadly around herself to everything. "Do you like it here?"


    Fresh thinks for a while, not sure how to nail down her feelings. "I like the people and I’m really happy that I made some friends. And that I have something that I enjoy doing every day. But the world is kind of scary, you know?"


    "Yeah, but I think they all are."


    "Yeah, probably," says Fresh, tapping against her chin with a finger as she thinks. "But there’s so much I have to worry about."


    "Hmm…" responds Fresh to herself. "Have you tried -"


    Something grabs her robe.


    Fresh yelps and jumps to the side in fear that a zombie had crawled towards her and gotten her.


    "- ey!" Jubilee barks at her. "What the fuck are you doing?"


    Fresh blinks a few times, wetting her eyes again and catching her breath. She looks up around the arena. The entire place is desolated. Hundreds of gravestones lay overturned or simply shattered into dust. The floor is covered with jagged crystal mounds that skewer countless undead bodies. Their black, foul blood trickles down the sleek surfaces, dripping to the dirt to mix in with the rest of the rot as it coagulates in black pools of gunk. In the center of the mass is a single, tattered robe. A shattered pile of bones and glass lies beneath it.


    "I was uh… I was just talking to myself," says Fresh, laughing meekly, somewhat embarrassed.


    "Yeah, I saw, goo-brain," says Jubilee, rolling their eyes. "Come on. I got your boss-core. Let’s take the shortcut and go to bed. You’re clearly over-goo'd."


    Fresh looks back to the girl in the crystal and stares at her tired eyes. "Yeah, that’s a good idea." She nods to Jubilee. "Thanks Jubilee, you’re a good friend."


    "I know. Before we go, go loot those zombies."


    Fresh stops. "Huh?"


    "Yeah," says Jubilee. "Check their pockets, they might have some money on them."


    "But Jubileeeee~" cries Fresh, looking at the massacre laid out before her.


    "I told you before, don’t ‘but Jubileeeee~’ me. I killed everything, the least you can do is loot it," says her friend, placing their hands on their hips.


    "Can I have your gloves?"


    "What? No you can’t have my gloves," sighs Jubilee. "Watch out for the glass."


    Fresh whimpers quietly, looking at a skewered zombie, watching just in time as its head rolls off of its shoulders and smashes against a broken tombstone with a disgustingly wet crunch.

  


  Chapter 97: A heavy load


  
    The ghoul teeth scrape across the floor as Fresh swipes her hand from one side to the other. The girl lays on her stomach, down on the floor of the store. It’s early in the morning, just after their breakfast and Basil hasn’t arrived yet.


    "Ghoul-tooth. Ghoul-tooth. Ghoul-tooth. Ghoul-tooth… Ghoul… hmm…"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, looking up from the counter.


    "It’s not the same," sighs Fresh.


    "What…?"


    Fresh shakes her head and swipes the teeth back the other way.


    "Stop playing with the ghoul-teeth. That’s disgusting," says Jubilee. Fresh looks down at the two elongated teeth laying on the floor before herself. She supposes it is kind of disgusting. But she’s been working with so many teeth that she doesn’t even really think about it any more. These are just like the goblin-teeth, only a little longer and sharper. "Weren’t you going to make something out of those?" asks Jubilee and Fresh stares up towards her friend, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu. Jubilee sits behind the counter and is sewing a pair of boots together.


    "Yeah." She looks back down at the ghoul-teeth. "I just don’t know what yet."


    "Well, it’s only two, so something small? I doubt you can make a weapon out of just those."


    "Hmm…" Fresh thinks, pushing the teeth around as she mulls over a few ideas. "Maybe I can make something with the boss-core?"


    "Maybe," says Jubilee. "We have ten percent of the wizard’s core and you have yours to do whatever you want with."


    "Mm!" nods Fresh, thinking for a moment. "What about yours?"


    "Huh?"


    "Didn’t you get a boss-core from the boss fight?" asks Fresh.


    "I did," answers her friend, somewhat warily.


    "What are you going to do with it?"


    "None of your business, goo-brain," says Jubilee, pulling the thick needle through the still open sole of the boot.


    Fresh purses her lips, getting ready to argue. But then she relents. Maybe it really is none of her business. She looks down at the two teeth that are still laying there. As her eyes stare, transfixed, her mind wanders. Her thoughts are still free and unhindered by the early morning lull that suppresses her anxiety. Her head turns the other way and she looks out behind herself, at the glass-chickens lining the shelves near the potions. Their crystal bodies shimmer in the early morning sunlight, which comes to peek in through the large storefront window with a lazy shine.


    As she stares at it, she isn’t really sure why, but her mind goes to the image of the large orc. Basil’s friend and party-member. She wonders if Basil is doing okay? She seems like it. But Fresh wonders if the priestess isn’t just putting up a front, after all, she’s so busy too. She has to take care of her own responsibilities and she has to watch over her wards at the church, plus she has to watch over the two of them too, to spy on them.


    Fresh tilts her head at the odd thought. It’s not wrong. Basil is here to spy on them for the church for whatever reason. But she’s still just a person like any other, so Fresh hopes that she’s doing okay. Her mind wanders back to the grisly thoughts of the murders and to the sensation that she was being followed the other day. Was it just paranoia? Maybe. But the mental connection is there now and she can’t just ignore it anymore.


    "Jubilee?"


    "Yeah?" asks Jubilee, snapping a string in half and then tying it off.


    "Did they ever find out who that murderer was?"


    "You mean whoever butchered the orc?"


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "No. Not that I’ve heard. But I haven’t exactly been asking around either, you know?" they say. "But we owe them a huge favor for giving us an easy way around the church."


    "Jubilee!" scolds Fresh.


    Jubilee shrugs. "It is what it is."


    Fresh groans uneasily as the room goes quiet. She listens to the sound of the fountain trickling outside on the plaza. Something is causing her unease lately. Is it just stress? Maybe. She isn’t sure. Or maybe it’s the constant sound of the splashing water, ringing in her ears every day that reminds her of the things she has seen in her restless dreams.


    The girl sighs and gets up, deciding that she needs something to do, so that her mind doesn’t wander so much. It’ll be hot again today, so maybe she’ll make a new batch of the sweet-teas. Maybe she’ll put one or two bottles near the golem-core to make them cold. That sounds nice. Even if she can’t share them with Basil. Well… maybe she could say that she bought a new golem-core? Hmm… the girl thinks, going to collect her things.


    "I’m going to get some fruit. Be right back," calls Fresh to Jubilee, who sits behind the counter, sewing.


    "Yeah, don’t take too long, Basil is picking up the church’s potions soon."


    "I won’t!" she calls out and steps into the outside world, stopping at the half-way point as she rattles the door-handle. "Jubilee, I think the handle is a little loose."


    Jubilee looks up to her and shrugs. "Fix it later then. It probably just needs to be tightened."


    "Okay!" calls Fresh and runs out into the city, making her way to her favorite fruit vendor as always. By the time she comes back, the cart is already outside of the store. Sensing her approaching, the large anqa stomps on the stone road in clear agitation.


    "Kiyah!" shouts the creature, pulling against its reigns as it tries to get to her. Fresh quickly vanishes inside of the store, running into Basil who was heading to the door to see what the fuss is about.


    "Oh, good morning," says the priestess, looking past her out of the door at the anqa for a moment, who seems to settle down at the sight of her. "He really doesn’t like you…"


    Fresh sighs, setting the fruit basket down on the counter. "I don’t know why."


    "They say animals can sense evil," remarks Jubilee.


    "Hey!" pouts Fresh as Basil who stands behind her tries to hide her laugh. She turns around, looking at the priestess who quickly hides her expression. "Should I help you load the potions up, Basil?"


    The priestess nods. "Yes, please." She stands there quietly for a moment, her expression troubled as if there is something else that she wants to say, but can’t quite muster the courage. "Ah, I almost forgot." Basil digs into her pocket and slides a letter over to Jubilee. "I was asked to pass this on." Fresh stares at the priestess who seems oddly tense today.


    Jubilee takes the letter, tearing it open haphazardly along the sides, completely ignoring the ornate wax seal on the back of the envelope. Loudly unfolding the paper, their eyes begin wandering over it as they read. "Let me guess, you kooks want some lan -"


    The room is quiet for a minute as Jubilee reads.


    "The fuck?" Jubilee looks up to Basil. "Do you even have this many people at the church?"


    Basil tugs on her own sleeves somewhat nervously. "I’m just passing on the letter. The cardinal asks that the deliveries start next week."


    Jubilee sighs and looks up to Fresh. "Guess who’s making an extra hundred potions every week?"


    Fresh blinks and looks around the room, before looking back at Jubilee as she finds nobody else to assume the worst for. "Is it me?"


    "It’s you, goo-brain. Who else?!" barks Jubilee, slapping the letter down onto the table.


    "But that’s so many potions!" says Fresh, turning back to Basil who keeps fidgeting. "Minor soul-potions or the normal ones?"


    "The normal ones."


    "Baaaaasil!" cries Fresh, grabbing Basil’s hands.


    The priestess shifts uneasily. "There’s a backside," she mutters.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    "The letter. There’s more on the back," repeats Basil, a little louder now, but still timidly as she looks away.


    Jubilee lifts the piece of paper up and flips it over. "A church tax?! We don’t even go to church!" yells Jubilee, slamming the paper down and pointing at Basil. "Ten percent?! What the fuck is wrong with you people?! The merchants’ guild only wants five and we don’t even give them anything else!"


    Fresh wants to scold Jubilee for yelling at Basil, especially since they’re trying to stay on the church’s good side. But this seems unfair even for those circumstances. They’re being robbed at a bureaucratic level.


    Basil lifts her hands. "I’m just delivering the le -"


    "Why would we even agree to this?!" snaps Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "I’m just delivering the letter…" repeats Basil, looking away. "Sorry." The priestess pulls her sleeves free from Fresh’s grasp, the bracelet jangling beneath the long fabric. "You’ve been expanding your inventory so much and the cardinal saw the toys that you donated and said you must be doing well and that it’s only fair for you to give back to the community that you got your money from."


    "Are you fucked in the head?!" yells Jubilee. "You realize how fucked that is, right? We made some toys for some orphans so now we have to pay the church money for doing jackshit?"


    "I’m just delivering the letter," repeats Basil quietly, looking down towards the ground.


    The letter crumples in Jubilee’s hands as they crush it into a ball and fume, their eyes wandering from Fresh’s uneasy gaze back to Basil. Fresh can tell that Jubilee is furious and in truth, she is too. This is beyond unfair. But what else can they do? They have to stay on the church’s good side. They live on the razor’s edge as is and any disturbance in any direction could threaten to send them hurtling off into the abyss.


    Jubilee exhales a sharp breath. "Load up the potions and bring them to the church. Then get back here," they say, very coldly. "You have half an hour. If you’re late, you’re fired!" barks Jubilee, throwing the crumpled-up paper at Basil. It strikes her chest and then falls down at her feet. Fresh watches as Jubilee stomps upstairs. Turning back, she looks at Basil who quietly picks up the crumpled paper and then starts loading up the potions by herself, the priestess' eyes never leaving the ground as she silently works.

  


  Chapter 98: Guilt


  
    After dropping off the anqa and the cart at the church, Basil had apparently sprinted back as fast as she could, as evidenced by her heavy panting by the time she had arrived, together with the sweat wicking on her skin and robe.


    Fresh and Basil handle the morning rush together as Jubilee leaves to go into the city to handle Fresh’s errands for her today, saying that they want to get some air. Thankfully there aren’t any trouble-making customers today, so the two of them handle the crowd well, even without Jubilee. The usual customers show up, much to Fresh’s delight. The red-wizard, who has taken a liking to the sweet-tea’s as well, which Fresh isn’t sure how she feels about either. The wizard isn’t replacing any of their many consumed potions with the tea, rather she’s just drinking all of them together now. But she seems to be in good spirits and in good health, so Fresh can’t really say anything.


    Eventually, the muscular dark-elf shows up, dropping off her usual load of mushroom-caps, which are becoming increasingly green as she seems to be delving deeper and deeper into the dungeon. Fresh remarks that she looks like she’s gotten stronger again and the woman laughs, saying that she herself looks like she needs to do some push-ups, taking a moment to squeeze Fresh’s soft arm. Not quite sure how to respond to that, Fresh just awkwardly scratches her cheek and laughs. Rubbing the spot on her arm that is sure to bruise.


    Eventually, the morning rush ends and the two of them sit in the quiet store as the midday heat begins to make itself felt.


    Fresh wonders if they should start closing the store after the morning rush during summer from now on? She expects that they’ll only get a handful of customers until the next rush tomorrow morning. It’s hardly worth staying open and sitting here, honestly. There’s so much else that she could be doing. She looks over towards Basil who is standing behind the counter. The priestess is seemingly petrified, as she simply stares down vacantly into the open ledger laid out before her, not daring to twitch a single muscle on her face or body.


    Feeling the girl’s eyes on her, Basil’s eyes nervously shoot over towards her without her head moving an inch, but then she looks back away as their gazes meet. "Please don’t fire me," mutters Basil timidly. "I really need this job."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, feeling somewhat awkward again. The girl gets up and leans over the side of the counter towards her. "We’re not going to fire you, Basil. You’re doing a great job," explains Fresh, raising a finger.


    "But…"


    "Jubilee is just a grump," laughs Fresh. "You’re our friend, Basil," says the girl. Somehow this statement apparently makes Basil feel even worse, judging by her quickly drooping expression. Unsure of herself now, Fresh interlocks her fingers as she thinks, trying to make her next words sound right. "We know that the church is… difficult. But that isn’t your fault. You have nothing to do with that," says Fresh, nodding happily as she explains to Basil.


    The room is quiet. There aren’t any customers left and so it’s just the two of them now, standing in a tense, awkward silence.


    A moment later, Fresh opens her eyes and looks back at Basil, who seems to be struggling with her own expression. Did she just make it worse? Maybe she’s being stupid again? "Ah! I just mean that, you know, you’re a good person," she adds on, raising a finger. "You know?" she repeats. "I think it’s easy to tell, because you make people happy wherever you go!" Fresh tilts her head, looking up towards the ceiling as she thinks out loud. "You make those kids happy because you’re so nice to them." Fresh counts on her fingers. "And you made me happy because you became my friend." She lowers another finger. "But I think I knew that before we really met anyways. Because you bought the chicken for your friend, even though you didn’t -"


    Fresh stops herself mid-sentence, realizing the topic that she was bringing up and quickly looks back to Basil. The priestess is turned around, her hood pulled up over her head with her hands pulling the front of it down over her face to obscure it.


    "…Basil?" asks Fresh quietly, listening to the priestess’ heavy sniffling, realizing now what she may have just done with her lack of forethought. She knows that Basil is in a tough spot and she’s essentially digging around that fresh wound with a finger right now.


    Basil cries. "I hate it… I hate it here!"


    "Basil?" asks Fresh, standing back upright.


    Basil clutches the fabric of her hood, pulling it further down over her face. "I hate this city. I hate it! It was supposed to be different here!" cries Basil, not turning around. "I spent years trying to become a priestess, because I thought things would be different." A hiss escapes her clenched teeth. "But it’s all the same," she croaks, her voice cracking as she speaks. "It’s all the same. All everyone cares about is money. I thought the church would be different, but it isn’t. It’s all the same!"


    Fresh walks around the counter, not sure what else to do, she places a hand on Basil’s shoulder. "It’s okay, Basil. I know that things are rough here. It’s not your fault tho -"


    Basil turns around, her hand lashing out and striking Fresh’s arm away. "It is my fault!" howls the priestess, turning her agonized face back around to face the girl. "It is my fault…" repeats Basil, grabbing the cuffs of Fresh’s robe as she lets her head droop down forward to hide her wet face.


    Fresh looks around the empty store, with her own arms hanging very awkwardly limp at her sides, not sure what to do at all, really. She isn’t versed in these sorts of situations in the least. Jubilee might know what to do, but Fresh has the feeling that Jubilee might be the wrong sort of energy to channel into her personality right now, for this particular situation.


    As she looks back down to the crying priestess, she already finds two black-sleeved arms wrapped around the white robed figure. "I thought you two did it at first. I’m sorry, they told us to watch you," sniffles Basil, not looking up.


    "Did what? Watch who? What are you talking about?" asks Fresh, only half-pretending to not know.


    "I’m sorry," repeats Basil and Fresh feels the front of her robe become slightly damp as the priestess cries into it. "He was watching you. When he was…"


    "Basil?" asks Fresh, rubbing the priestess’ back.


    "So I thought you two… I thought… you… I thought he saw something and that you two killed him!" The priestess’ fingers clench the girls robe tighter. "I’m sorry! I’m so horrible. I wanted to be a good person, but I keep ending up here."


    Fresh doesn’t say anything, continuing instead to simply hug the priestess as she doesn’t know what else to do. She isn’t good at handling her own emotions, let alone someone else’s. Right now, the wisest thing to do seems to be to do nothing until Basil has found a calm place again.


    "They told us two to watch you," says Basil. "The clergy. So we did and then he… he…" Basil sniffles. "When you offered me the position, they told me to take it to keep a closer watch on you," she concedes. "But I did it because I wanted to know. I wanted to know if you…" A thread on Fresh’s robe pops as it snaps from the pressure of the priestess’ tugging hands. "I wanted to know if you killed my only friend!" cries Basil, looking up at Fresh with an expression of pure, contorted suffering before she starts howling.


    Fresh pulls the crying priestess back into a tight hug, wrapping her arms around her back and as the woman cries loudly into her shoulder. Turning her head to the side, entirely overwhelmed and out of her depth, Fresh looks at Jubilee who is standing in the doorway, leaning against the frame, having watched this entire scene unfold.


    Jubilee nods to Fresh and Fresh, with only a tiny tilt of her head, nods back. It feels like a cold thing to think, but this is an opportune moment.


    "It’s okay, Basil," consoles Fresh. "We’re friends now too and nothing is going to change that," she reassures, as she feels her shoulder growing wet. The sound of Basil’s tears rolling down the fabric of her robe and striking the wooden boards of the floor beneath, intermingles with the splashing of the fountain outside. The noise all comes together, like the many threads of a single, tightly interwoven strand of a red string of fate which seems to lead off into the distance, acting as a guideline towards something that frightens her deeply. Something that she isn’t able to give a name to.


    Fresh pulls Basil in tighter.


    "It’s going to be okay," she says, pretty sure that she’s lying.

  


  Chapter 99: Foretold


  
    Jubilee and Fresh stand together upstairs inside of Jubilee’s bedroom. Grunting from the strain, Fresh sets down her end of the cauldron of rebirth, with the ice-golem-core floating inside of it. The two of them take a deep breath at the same time to relax as they feel the gentle, cool air drifting off of the little pebble of ice that remains. The rest of the day had passed without any further happenings of major note. Basil eventually managed to settle down after a while.


    The three of them sat around and talked after that, with Basil explaining that the higher ups in the church had ordered her and her former party member to spy on them and to find out if there was any way to ‘get rid’ of this new disturbance to the existing power structures of the city, before they became a problem. Fresh and Jubilee pretended to act shocked, but in reality, both of them had known this a long time ago already.


    What was more surprising was Basil’s message that things were getting troublesome in the back-alley world of the upper echelons of society. The merchants’ guild and the church were having difficulties, not just because of their store in particular, but because similar financial conflicts were being played out in every store in the city. The church and the merchants’ guild were both vying for more money, for more control, which would mean more power.


    Some of the street merchants had sided with this side or that one explicitly, gaining the favor of a specific party and the ire of the other. Some of them, like themselves, have managed to stay on both of their ‘good’ sides, for now. Which really only means that they were just buying idle time. Fresh was surprised at this, but Jubilee seemed only mildly so, as if they had seen this coming. Even Basil’s final statement, that the thieves’ guild was swooping in during the chaos to further entrench themselves wasn’t too shocking for Jubilee, despite it greatly worrying Fresh and apparently Basil as well.


    Things are becoming difficult.


    Fresh sighs an exhausted sigh and holds her hands above the cauldron, focusing on the spell. Jubilee takes a step back, being wary of her magic. "It’s fine, Jubilee!" says Fresh. "I’ve done this every night since we got it," explains the girl.


    "Uh huh," says Jubilee, sounding very skeptical, taking another step back for good measure. "So, what do you think?" they ask, getting back to their discussion from just a moment ago.


    Fresh looks up, surprised that Jubilee is asking her for her opinion. "It’s sad, but it’s probably a good idea." She looks back down at the cauldron, focusing on the spell. "We’re wasting daylight if we’re open all day with no customers."


    Jubilee nods in agreement. "Right. I’ll make a sign then. During summer, we’re only open in the mornings from now on. At least until business goes back to normal."


    Fresh nods, listening to the regrowing ice crackle beneath her fingers. "What about Basil?"


    Jubilee sighs, knowing where this is going. "Fine, we can keep her wages the same as they are."


    "Thanks Jubilee," smiles Fresh. "You’re really nice."


    "I know, goo-brain." The room is quiet for a while as the ice continues to crack loudly. "Don’t you think that’s enough?"


    "Huh?" Fresh opens her eyes, looking down at the ice-golem-core that has grown substantially larger than she usually makes it. "Ah!" Panicked, she stops her casting, lowering her hands and taking a step back as the ice continues to grow.


    "Make it stop, dumb-ass," says Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips.


    "Uh…" Fresh looks nervously around the room, watching as the chunk of ice becomes bigger and bigger. "I don’t know how."


    "Lift it out of the cauldron, you dummy!" barks Jubilee as Fresh bends forward, trying to pick up the massive chunk of ice. She clearly strains herself, wrapping her arms around the block as she tries to pick it up. It continues to grow, the frozen core binding to the fabric of her sleeves. "It’s too heavy!" cries Fresh, pulling her arms back before they freeze into place.


    "Push it over!" barks Jubilee, running around to Fresh to help her push against the cauldron. The dense ice continues to grow, expanding out over the rim of the cauldron, which doesn’t budge an inch as they both push against it. The floorboards groan as the weight of the golem-core grows and grows, the ice feeding itself off of the magical water of the cauldron.


    "Jubilee!" shouts Fresh.


    "Shut up and push, dumb-ass!" snaps Jubilee as both of them continue trying to knock over the cauldron. "Get back," says Jubilee, pulling out the small bag of dirt they keep on their waist. Pinching their fingers, they throw their hand out, sending an arc of dirt flying through the air. In a second, a glass crystal forms out of the mess, the jagged blade blasting towards the ice.


    One prismatic surface strikes against the other. The glass shatters with a loud crack as it smashes into the thick ice, which only results in a tiny scratch on its surface. It doesn’t budge at all. Fresh grabs Jubilee’s shoulder and pulls them back a few steps as she realizes what’s happening. "Jubilee…"


    Jubilee doesn’t have time to answer. The now immense weight of the cauldron breaks through the floorboards, falling down halfway through and getting stuck sideways at an angle. The giant piece of ice on top of it shifts, cracking straight down the middle like an egg being broken from the inside-out. In an instant, it shatters apart, as a form seems to grow out of it. A hulking, impossibly giant hand presses itself out of the still growing ice, each square finger the size of Fresh’s throat.


    "What the fuck? WHAT THE FUCK?!" yells Jubilee. "WHAT DID YOU DO?!" they shout at Fresh, grabbing her robe with one hand and pointing to the ice with the other.


    Another hand forms, shooting out of the ice as the ice-golem, being reborn, literally pulls itself together, growing larger and larger by the second. Fresh inches towards the door, pulling Jubilee with her. "At… at least it’s nice and cold?"


    Jubilee screams in frustration as the golem twitches, sending shards of ice flying all around the room as its upper torso breaks out of the cauldron. The metal container shatters in half as the immense pressure of the ice growing inside of it simply splits the cauldron down the middle. Water runs everywhere, but as the puddle shoots outward in an instant, it simply freezes entirely a second later. Wet tendrils hang frozen in the air, as if stopped in time itself.


    "Come on! We have to go," says Jubilee very quickly, backing away.


    "What? We can’t, Jubilee! We have to kill it before someone sees it!"


    "WE HAVE TO GO!" says Jubilee, louder now, as they grab Fresh’s hand to start pulling her out of the room. An explosion of ice blasts through the space, right behind them as a wave of some magical eruption forces its way out of the golem, which now has two legs that are each the size of a large tree-trunk. It reaches up to the ceiling and the floor where it stands seems to sag, threatening to collapse at any second. Shards of jagged ice fly in all directions, just barely missing the two of them, as the crude daggers smash into the wooden walls as they run to the door. Fresh sees one fly right past her face and stick into the door-frame.


    The ice-golem rises up to its feet, its chunky head smashing against the ceiling as it stands upright, breaking through some of the boards and sending insulation falling down into Jubilee’s room. As Fresh looks back behind themselves, just as Jubilee tears her out through the door, she sees two rabid, crystalline eyes glaring her way. The ice breaks on its face, creating a jagged mouth as the golem roars a strange roar, filling the air with a deafening sound that shakes her body from the vibration of its deep cry. Her teeth chatter, not from the cold, but simply from the density of the pressure that reaches her.


    A second later, it barrels towards them. The behemoth, made out of ice, with two furious, smoldering eyes, tears the world apart as it thunders their way.


    It all erupts as the massive entity, which is taller and larger than even the man from the sect, barrels into the door-frame just behind them. The wood tears apart, the door shatters and rips off together with an entire section of the wall. The golem barely even slows down. Fresh and Jubilee bolt down the staircase as a series of rapid, gargantuan, thudding steps shake the house behind them. The golem, that is too large for the upstairs corridor, tears through it with violent force, as it sprints in pursuit of them both. Its coarse, crystalline body rips apart the walls on both sides of the hallway, shattering the single window near the end.


    A hand yanks her to the left as they reach the bottom of the staircase, that Fresh doesn’t even remember going down. All she can focus on is the hulking giant that hurtles through the air, a ton heavy rock of ice flying down the stairs after them, about to crush them both.


    Fresh can’t discern the glass from the ice anymore, as the entire space around her fills with a mixture of shimmering visual noise, as the sounds of destruction fill her ears with nothing but shattering and crashing an oddly out of place tinkling sound, the world shakes. She stumbles forward as the quake smashes down behind them, as the golem crashes down the stairs, smashing down into the counter and flattening it entirely as its immense weight breaks halfway through the ground floor. Wooden splinters and slivers fly in all directions, mixing in together with the dust and the glass and the ice around them as Jubilee tears the front-door open and both of them bolt outside, running away from the golem that is still in pursuit. The feral, rabid thing tears the store apart with its massive hands, as it drags itself after them, as it lurches upright and barrels after them once again.


    Her mind is blank, her body is almost numb and weightless, Fresh doesn’t feel anything except a terror, as the golem smashes its way forward, as the front of the store rips itself off of the rest of the building. The wall that she had repaired for weeks, tearing open like a piece of paper with a fist smashing through it. Like it was never there at all. Fragile.


    It’s all coming undone, Fresh watches as the monstrous amalgamation of dust and ice lurches after them. Its body is constantly regrowing as it swallows up anything and everything into itself as the ice regenerates. Jagged boards, nails, insulation, coins, potions, everything that is around the monster is absorbed, as it charges through the wreckage, as it tears their home apart in its mindless pursuit. All of it.


    As they run forward towards the dungeon, a hand tightly grips hers. Fresh looks away from the carnage and destruction for a moment. She looks back forward ahead of themselves towards the giant gate that is not far away now. The usual aura of the glowing portal is accentuated by the strangely bright night that shines with a cool glow, despite its moonlessness. The girl’s heart pounds, thrashing in her chest as she feels a new terror overcome her core as she sees it. As she sees what’s wrong with it, the dungeon. As she sees what Jubilee hasn’t yet. Time seems to slow down for a moment, her senses becoming far beyond hyper-alert as her mind races in thoughts at a speed far too fast for her waking mind to follow, as the voice in the back of her head tells her something. Something that she feels, but can’t explain.


    The world is so loud. So noisy. It’s full of the sounds of smashing and chaos, it's full of the sounds of their frantic running and of the collapsing of the world she knows and has built. But there is also a single sound that she differentiates. A single, clear voice that she can hear in the debris exploding around her. A single, laughing trickle, as the fountain, just behind the dungeon, continues on dripping like it always does. As it lets her in on a little secret tonight, like it always so likes to do.


    Not because it cares. But because it’s funny, is all.


    The water trickles. The fountain laughs. Fresh’s eyes open wide in horror and now she herself yanks to the right, pulling Jubilee away from the dungeon-gate in an instant, as her sense of time returns to normal. Just as the streak of the red aura shoots from the top of the dungeon portal down to the bottom, like the strike of a bolt of lightning. Just as the long neck of the first vampire lashes out of the great construction.


    Then another. Then another. Then another.


    Dozens of long, winding necks press themselves out of the dungeon-gate, flailing around like worms rising from the dirt of a grave on a rainy day. The blue glow of the ethereal portal shifts entirely, turning into a dark, crimson red in an instant, as if it had been tainted by a corrupting, foul blood.


    The fountain laughs, as it tells her again, just because it’s funny, it tells her again, that the bad times are here and that despite her hardest efforts, she isn’t ready in the least.


    Isn’t that just hilarious?

  


  Chapter 100 (!) : The sum total


  
    The lashing vampire swipes out towards them, the pale skin of its tautly pulled face stretching far too far to the sides, as it lashes towards Jubilee who Fresh pulls away in that last second, knocking both of them off balance. The two of them hurtle down towards the right, falling down to the cobblestones of the plaza next to each other. Screams fill the air, as people have now long since started looking out of their windows. Their attraction was likely drawn to the scene by the sounds of the rampaging destruction, stemming from the shop, as the golem tears its way through the last of the wall holding it back in place.


    Fresh isn’t really sure anymore which screams belong to the strangers and which are her own, or if any of them come from the flailing mass of necks that escapes from the dungeon-gate, as a collection of rotting meat which presses itself forward, coming out through the red portal as a writhing swarm. A hand pulls her to the side, a voice yells in her ear to get up, but she doesn’t. Fresh sits there, watching as the mass of gnashing, razor teeth presses their way out of the red mist towards herself. With her other eye, in the corner of her vision, she watches as the golem comes closer and closer, barreling like a titan in the midst of a maddening onslaught.


    It’s an odd thought at a moment like this. But all she can think about is how much work it's going to be to sweep up this mess. Jubilee is going to be so mad at her.


    Jubilee…?


    Jubilee. Fresh blinks as she thinks, turning back to look at her friend who is tugging on the collar of her robe, trying to get her to move, shouting words at her that she isn’t really processing.


    Oh.


    Coming back to her senses, as that single second finally comes to an end, Fresh jumps up to her feet and lets Jubilee pull her away from the gnashing teeth that snap tightly shut where she was just sitting. Fresh knows that she needs to do something. They aren’t going to make it otherwise. They’re too slow. She’s too slow. The girl lifts her free hand, holding it out behind herself as she points a finger towards the center of the gate, running as her friend drags her along behind them.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Abomination]
          
        

      
    


    


    There is no serpent this time that emerges from her finger; no vague, nebulous fog that leaves her body. There is a web, a series of purple threads, each the diameter of a needle that would be all but invisible, if not for the strange nightborne reflections which shimmer off of their long strands, as they stab into the dozen necks reaching their way and bore into their undead flesh. The writhing mass stops moving, and then, it descends into chaos as the vampires latch on to each other, ripping and tearing at their own long, winding throats as they descend upon themselves, like hungry animals fighting over a carcass. Several of them latch on to the golem as it barrels past the gate, their dagger-like teeth cracking and shattering into jagged forms as they break them on the hard ice.


    A glass wall shoots up behind them and Fresh listens as several chunks of decapitated meat slap down against the stones. She listens as the wall shatters not a second later, as a massive, lumbering tower of ice bashes through it as if it was nothing, sending slivers of glass and ice flying out in all directions, the two materials entirely indistinguishable from another as they fly through the air.


    They aren’t going to make it.


    She isn’t sure for how long the bells of the distant church have been ringing now. She isn’t sure for how long the plaza has been filled with screams and with people rushing out of their doors now. It has only felt like a few seconds, after all. But she has become aware of it all now. The dark night has been set alight by magic of all kinds already, by movements of all kinds, as people scurry out of their houses, scampering, running away like rats into the night. She watches as the houses empty themselves, as the faces that had been looking out of the windows not a few moments before, now quickly bolt out of their doors and not a single one turns back their way.


    All she feels is a deep roar rumbling through the world, all she feels is herself suddenly flying, as something smashes against the ground just behind her, as something gigantic and icy cold grabs her leg, its large hand wrapping itself around her limb entirely as it tosses her into the air down the other way. Hurtling her frail body with violent force back across the plaza. She hears a scream, but doesn't know who it belongs to. Everything is all mixed up.


    Everything is all mixed up.


    Fresh loses all sense of orientation as she spirals wildly through the night. All she feels is that she’s flying. Flying back towards the rubble of the store that they had just run away from. The wind rushes through her hair, over her face as the girl accepts that she’s going to die now, in just a second when she smashes against the stones. She hopes Jubilee isn’t going to be mad at her for it.


    She closes her eyes and everything goes black.


    "Why don’t you just finally curse it, dummy?" asks the spirit of the fountain rather abruptly.


    "Huh?" thinks the girl, not sure what it means as she feels the water surrounding her. The golem? She can’t curse monsters, can she?


    "Not the golem! The lantern," hisses the fountain. "Why do you think I told you how to make it? Curse it already." The fountain lets out a long, loud yawn. "You’re so frustrating."


    "But it’s for Basil," says Fresh, listening to her voice reverberate around the black ocean that she finds herself inside of in her thoughts.


    "If you die, you’ll never see Basil again."


    "Huh?"


    "People will see you die here. They’ll ask questions if you come back tomorrow. So you’ll have to leave. Curse the lantern and you’ll live."


    "But I don’t have it."


    "Open your eyes," commands the voice of the fountain. "Now."


    Fresh’s eyes shoot open, a black dribble running down the sides of them as she sees the stars above her head through her blurry, wet vision, as she feels the still same constant surge of the wind on her face from being flung only a moment ago, as she feels a soft, shining presence floating above her face, flying with her, having broke free of its chain. A crude depiction of a guardian angel hovers there, surrounded by a gentle, white light that caresses down and washes over her gestalt. Its glow replaces the absent touch of the moon on her skin.


    "Sorry," thinks Fresh in that instant, as she lifts a finger towards the lantern, feeling the ground come closer and closer. The tip of her finger grazes the lovingly smoothed metal body of the thing flying at her side and she ruins it.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Curse Item] on [Holy Lantern](High)
          
        

      
    


    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Cursed Lantern](High)

          
        


        
          	
            A magical-lantern made out of iron and a waterproof layer of crystal glass. The inside is filled with an enchanted liquid that glows with ever-present aura, day or night


            Imbued with a deep-set dark energy, this lantern radiates pure emotions and repels any form of light.

          
        


        
          	
            Effect: The leaking, corrupted energies of this lantern steals 20 HEALTH from any HOLY monster within 12 meters once every minute.

          
        


        
          	
            Quality Effect: [Demon’s Tether] - The lantern doesn’t need to be held and will float at your side.

          
        


        
          	
            Curse: [Dying Light] - The lantern may steal and contain up to 100 HEALTH. All stolen HEALTH may be used to absorb any incoming damage. If the lantern isn’t recharged within twenty-four hours, it will absorb life from everything else around it until satiated. Absorbing damage will not trigger a combat menu.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 0.66kg

          

          	
            Color: Dark Purple

          
        

      
    


    


    The world sets alight with a purple shine, the lantern twists and spins as the metal seems to warp before her eyes while she plummets to the ground. The last thing that she sees is the depiction of the guardian angel breaking apart, the engraved drawing moving as if it were ripping its own wings to shreds with its own two hands before moving its hands to tear at its face and eyes. The light that leaks from the silhouette turns into a drip, into a trickle of splashing black-water that leaks out like pus from a dribbling cyst.


    Fresh crashes into the ground and feels her body and bones crack, the breath in her lungs flies out as it is expelled from her together with the force of her life.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Dying Light] absorbed: {Fall damage(20)}
          
        

      
    


    


    She wheezes as her body comes to a sudden stop, as she feels something wet trickle out of her insides, as something in her body, that was ripped apart and leaking out into her own stomach, suddenly ceases to do so entirely, pulling itself back together as if nothing had happened at all. Where is everyone? Isn’t there supposed to be a town guard? Where are the adventurers? Where’s the church? Why isn’t anyone coming to help? Or has it just not been that long yet? Has it only been a single minute? Two? Three? She doesn't know.


    Fresh looks up, looking as a silhouette runs past her crumpled body, she lifts a shaking hand, reaching for the hem of their robe, getting them to stop. Fresh’s eyes run along the brand new cloth boots, made with extreme effort and kind passion. Her gaze runs up the red fabric of the cloth robe that she holds tightly onto, as she feels something in her broken spine pop back into place, as she feels the thundering of the golem marching back towards her, apparently still having her in its sights.


    Fresh looks up at the red-wizard, the woman’s arms are full of a heap of potions, the matte glass glistening in the dull, heavy light of the floating lantern.


    The not quite dying girl mutters. "Please, help Jubi-"


    "Let go of me!" A strong, muscular leg kicks her in the ribs just beneath her shoulder and Fresh’s arm lets loose, a hot pain shoots up her body as she watches the red-wizard run away as fast as she can. Her menu chimes, appearing next to her, but she doesn’t look at it. As her own numb, tingling arm flops to the ground, she sees the empty, small leather glove held tightly in her grasp and squeezes it tighter.


    Her eyes watch the red silhouette vanish into the distance. I thought we were friends?


    She watches the wizard, their very first customer, run away. Something cold feels like it is flowing through her stomach. Fresh watches as dozens of familiar faces run past her, down the street towards the entrance plaza. People she has seen every single day since they had opened the store. Not a single one of them stops to help her up, not a single one stops to do more than fight the odd vampire that has escaped their tussle at the dungeon-gate, and then only to buy themselves enough time to keep moving.


    I thought we were friends?


    The muscular dark-elf rushes past her and Fresh knows that she sees her laying there, her eyes meet hers as she looks down at her broken form for only a second. But she doesn’t stop either, she simply looks away and keeps running, acting as if she had never seen anything at all.


    "I thought -" Fresh crawls backwards, feeling some life come back into her legs and body. The lantern might have absorbed the damage, but the healing process seems to be rather slow and she still very much feels the hurt of the impact that is only slowly fading away now.


    Fresh sits back upright, feeling something cold and smooth just behind herself and presses herself back against it, still unable to get up on her legs that don’t respond like she needs them to. She realizes that it’s the glass sign for the store that they had made together. Somehow it had survived the destruction. She looks across the plaza and she stares at the golem, at the monstrosity crashing against the stones as it marches back towards her. She looks at the writhing, lashing masses of meat and teeth that tear into each other and any person unfortunate enough to get caught in their midst. She looks at the magic flying this way and that way, searching for a hint of glass in the chaos, searching for a hint of her friend. What did she do? She hopes nobody gets hurt because she was so stupid.


    Is that why nobody is coming to help? Because of her?


    Is it her fault? Is she a bad person? Has everyone just been pretending to like her this entire time? Fresh isn’t sure if she’s crying or bleeding as she feels her face trickling with wet. Is Jubilee okay? She hopes Jubilee is okay. The lantern floats at her side as the golem steps closer, its giant shadow looming over her as the monster raises its massive fist up into the air.


    What was this all for then? What was the point? This life? What exactly did she spend her time here building, if her hands are entirely empty at a time like this?


    What’s even the point?


    Fresh closes her eyes as the golem smashes its fist down towards her and a second later, the world around her erupts into a crystalline shattering, as she feels her body become covered in ice, as the light of the lantern is blocked out of her vision.


    It’s all so loud, the fighting, the screaming, the trickling of the fountain, the shrieking sound that fills the air, the furious roar of the ice-golem. It’s all so loud.


    Wondering why she isn’t dead yet, Fresh opens her eyes and stares at the broad, metallic surface that has appeared before her. A giant, dark-cobalt armored back, belonging to a man who can’t quite contain his excited, heavy breathing.


    She breaks, her voice shattering like so much ice and glass. "Why aren't you running?!" howls Fresh, feeling her shoulder painfully snap back into place from the restorative magic of the lantern.


    The stones beneath his boots crush into brittle fragments as he presses his weight forward against the golem, as he holds the blade of the sword, which runs lengthwise down the span of the monster’s arm, firmly in place. His eyes shine out of the shadowy gaps of his metal helmet, as he turns his head only slightly to the side to look at her distraught face.


    "I kill monsters," is all that he says, as he presses the golem back a step.

  


  Chapter 101: Net worth


  
    With a heavy step, the man from the witches’ sect presses forward, the ice of the golem’s arm cracking as he leverages the sword towards the side. The sudden movement sends wet crystals flying off in all directions. The golem roars in an agonized fury, as its arm breaks off entirely just an instant later. The massive hunk of ice shatters as it crashes down to their sides, the blade of the bone-sword slashes through the air, as it finally swings free from its constraints.


    Fresh crawls back as far as she can, pressing her back fearfully against the glass sign as she stares at the anarchy happening just in front of herself. It all glistens. It all shimmers. All at once, as the heavy sword cuts through the air. The sword. The ice. The dark, nightfall colored armor of the stranger who is coated in a midnight dew, all of it together glistens as the single, violent movement unfolds, as a strange light seems to shine from above, as if the dark, moonless sky were somehow shining with a glow brighter than the cumulative aura of all of the many looming stars.


    He breathes. His breastplate seems to press itself forward as the single swing of his weapon finally comes to an end, as that single second finally comes to an end. In an instant, the giant man from the witches’ sect presses ahead, his free hand shooting up to catch the free fist of the golem which smashes down his way. His open palm, not even half of the size of the monster’s, catches the icy hand. Fresh feels a rush of air and indistinguishable droplets fly past her face, as a violent impact emerges. A shattering crack runs down the golem’s remaining arm as it roars, the giant monstrosity pressing its face against his.


    All the man from the sect does is continue his frantic, heavy breathing. He is clearly unable to contain his excitement as he presses his face towards its. Both of them meet in the middle.


    He twists his wrist, his fingers digging into the ice that is growing around his free hand in an attempt to swallow him, his manipulation bending the golem’s arm and shifting its elbow to the side. Before Fresh can follow what’s happening, the bone-sword swings up through the air again and another chunk of ice falls to the ground in turn.


    Flailing in agony, the raging golem falls backwards as it loses its only remaining arm. The man pulls his hand free from the dead limb, sending fresh ice flying down in all directions once more. Fresh is roused from her daze as the frigid wet splashes against her face, as something loud and heavy falls, clamouring at her feet. Her eyes wander down to the broken bone-sword laying there.


    Without saying anything, the cobalt-armored titan turns around and walks past her, into the rubble of the store. "I’ll pay you tomorrow," says his booming voice, as she hears his heavy steps thudding back outside a few seconds later, a large, two-handed bone-axe dragging along the ground behind himself, as he marches back towards the golem that is trying to get back up onto its feet. The heavy thing is however unable to keep its balance without its arms that are still in the process of regenerating.


    Fresh isn’t sure why she has such a dumb thought in a moment like this, but she wants to say something clever and impressive as he walks back towards the golem. Something like ‘it’s on the house’. But she can only let out a pained squeal as her shattered elbow pieces itself back together rather abruptly, the purple light of the lantern shining over her body. The girl wiggles her fingers, watching her left hand move, relieved that she is able to do so again. She stares at the lantern, unable to decipher what it is that is bugging her. Why is it so bright out here?


    It isn’t the light of the lantern that’s bugging her. There is something else. Something else that makes the moonless night unusually bright, but she can’t figure out what it is.


    A loud rumble comes from the side, from the main street that everyone is running down, as several carts barrel down towards them, pulled by just as many anqas. It’s odd, but she smiles as she sees some of their own magical-lanterns hanging off the front of the carts, illuminating the carriages with a pale, blue light. The large, wooden constructions, covered in metal plates, screech to a sudden stop in an in-orderly fashion all next to each other. The insides are filled with movement and then as the wooden doors of the carriages slide open, heavily armored people, all wearing the same gray and white uniforms, spring out of them. Some others jump off from the top of the carriages, their metal boots clanking loudly as they hit the ground. The swarm of soldiers and priests runs around the carts, unloading them as fast as they can.


    Is this the town guard? She’s never seen any of them before. They’re all as heavily armored as the man from the sect, all of them rip off giant tower-shields, which are attached to the exteriors of the carts, off the sides and they rush forward as Fresh watches them, feeling a new excitement and relief.


    They stop. None of them step past the entrance to the plaza.


    Metal loudly strikes against the stones as they line up in a tight formation, their faces obscured by the night and by their raised hoods. The heavy tower-shields all strike against the rock at the same time, as they make a wall. As they block off the entire street, sealing the plaza entirely for anyone who hasn’t managed to escape already.


    Fresh’s legs wobble as she tries to pull herself upright, slowly rising back to her weak feet as she watches the horror unfold all around her. The man from the sect and the golem are still fighting, the two monsters letting loose all the havoc that they have in their bodies. The vampires lash and flail around, their regenerating forms ripping and flailing as they continue to eat each other and anything else that they can catch. Screams fill the air, as people still run, as fists strike against the heavy tower-shields that now indifferently block the way, the people holding them not moving an inch as they stop anyone from going down the main road.


    Disposable. Everyone here is disposable. They don’t care if they die. Nobody cares if she dies. If Jubilee dies. If the man from the sect dies. If any of them die. Anyone who lives here or was still here. They’re disposable.


    A vampire, unaffected by her spell, lashes out towards the man from the sect, its long neck squeezing past the golem as its barred razor teeth press towards his body. With a surprisingly quick movement, he pulls himself to the side, his free hand wrapping around the creature’s throat and pulling its head into the way, just as the golem’s regenerated fist strikes against his. Black blood splashes out in all directions as the creature’s skull is crushed in an instant between the two of them.


    White robes flutter atop the carts of the guardsmen, as a group of priests climb up and look out over the chaos. All of them wear red scarves which flutter in the cool, night-breeze, all of them wear red, large, flat-brimmed hats. Again, even if this isn’t the time, Fresh can’t help but notice how seemingly spotless their tight-fitting white robes are. Maybe they’ve been using her cleaning mixture? Are these the exorcists? Basil had described them to her once before.


    Seeing the vampires, the group of priests standing atop the carts begin channeling magic into their hands, the fabric of their tight robes shifting from the forces coalescing around their fingers. Fresh smiles a relieved smile, if they kill the vampires, then the golem will be no problem at all. This might all be over in just a moment. She says a quiet thanks in her mind for the priests, thankful that what Jubilee had told her about the church still appears to be true. The higher ups were all politics, but the normal people down here in the street with them? They were the good folk here. Maybe if their ten-percent went to them and the ones like Basil, she wouldn’t mind at all.


    A voice rings out, saying something that she can’t discern over the sounds of ice and bones cracking just next to her from the violent onslaught.


    The glow dies down. The priests all lower their arms at once.


    "Huh? Why are they…" Fresh finally stands upright, feeling her legs offer a firm hold to her body once again. She thinks that she can walk again, if she has to. But she needs a minute longer to fully heal. The magic of the lantern is incredibly strong if it can keep her alive like this, but the effect is unpleasant and long-lasting to say the least. She supposes it comes with the territory and looks at the mutilated angel with a deep regret in her eyes. It will never be the same again. Her fingers clench down, pressing firmly against the soft leather glove in her hands as she watches the man from the sect crash into the golem again and again, as the two of them have at each other, both entirely lost in their frenzy.


    "You’re joking… right?" mutters Fresh to herself as she realizes with a sudden horror what’s happening. They’re not going to help them. They’re going to let everything that they view as a problem solve itself.


    Perhaps smelling the blood of the mangled vampire at the giant man’s feet, the raging swarm of long-necked monstrosities shifts away from the red dungeon portal and starts heading their way.


    Hundreds of long, dagger-like teeth shimmer in the blood-bathing glow of the red portal, together with the cool, lifeless shine of the magical-lanterns hanging off of the front of the carts, as the mass of undead comes to consume them, as nobody comes to help.


    Not one person. They all just stand and watch.

  


  Chapter 102: The end of days


  
    "It’s ridiculous," thinks Fresh as she leans back against the broken wall behind herself. As she feels the sum total of all of her efforts crumbling beneath her two backwards facing palms which press against the broken wood. This city. These people…


    - These ‘people’. They’re ridiculous.


    She can’t help but wonder, is there a single beating heart in any of their chests? Is there anything in their eyes or their spirits that could give credence to their humanity? Or are they just dolls? Just avatars possessed by the spirits of greed and self-righteousness? The memory of Basil’s frantic, twisted face returns to her mind’s eye, as she relives the priestess’ heartfelt confession about her true feelings of this place, of this city that they all had been attempting to call their home.


    The man’s midnight armor glistens as a massive fist smashes into his gut, pressing him up into the air, sending him flying back a step, a chunk of his metal armor bends inwards and juts into his gut, as evidenced by a dark trickle that sprays outward as he lurches. A cheer erupts from the line behind the guardsman, as the only person really defending the plaza takes a heavy blow. His large boots smash back into the stones. He barely keeps his balance, the half-shattered bone-axe arching back, as he moves forward for another push against the giant monster, indifferent to his injury. As he charges straight towards the golem and the horde of gnashing teeth making their way to him, to her, by the second.


    Fearless. All that the man shows is a glimmer in his eyes and a thrashing of his chest as his heart beats with a force that Fresh is sure that she can feel even here, even here where she stands. He’s not afraid of it, of any of it. Yet her own legs are trembling. She’s long since been physically able to move, but she finds herself still locked firmly in place. Spellbound by her own fear.


    Ice and broken fragments of bone fly all over the place as the man and the golem seem locked in their fight. For every piece that he hacks away, another regenerates not moments later and Fresh doesn’t understand why. It’s ridiculous. It never seems to die. Is this normal for a golem? To heal itself constantly like this? Or is it because of her? Because of the moonwater of the broken cauldron of resurrection? Is her own magic the thing keeping the golem alive? Is her own magic the thing that’s going to get them all killed? It figures.


    She watches in a combined dread and awe as the swarm approaches them. How can he keep moving? How can he keep fighting? For what? For this place? For these people? Is any of it even worth the effort?


    It’s not.


    Not in her eyes. Not anymore. The pure, naive image that she has had of the city is now tainted. Befouled. Corrupted. But she still has to do something. She can’t just stand here idly. Somewhere out there, Jubilee is counting on her to do something.


    Fresh turns around, running as fast as she can back into the wreckage and she grabs a long, bony handle which juts out of the rock. A large, two-handed bone-sword. The heavy thing lurches as she strains herself to pull it free from the rubble, but is barely able to. She pulls again, feeling a painful pop in her lower back that causes her teeth to clench and new tears to quickly shoot out of her eyes. But she pulls again and the bone-greatsword comes free. She isn’t able to lift it, but she can drag it. With a free hand, Fresh haphazardly rips out a bundle of her hairs, pressing them against the hilt of the monstrous weapon.


    


    
      
        
          	
            (Fresh) uses: [Curse Item]{Hair of the dog}
          
        

      
    


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Bone-greatsword](High){Curse of the Midnight Toll}{Curse of the Parting Breath}

          
        


        
          	
            A massive greatsword. The horrifying weapon carries a dark, ominous tinge to it.

          
        


        
          	
            +8 DMG*


            +20 DARK*


            Quality Effect: Wounds caused by this weapon can not be healed by HOLY

          
        


        
          	
            Curse: [Midnight Toll] - This sword does an additional 2x damage as DARK from an hour before, until an hour after midnight. Damage is halved when in sunlight.


            Curse: [Parting Breath] - As long as the wielder breathes, this sword can not be broken. This sword must steal the air from a living being’s lungs once a day, or it will instead steal your own.

          
        


        
          	
            Weight: 12.0kg

          

          	
            Value: ???

          
        

      
    


    


    Stepping back, putting everything she has into it, Fresh pulls on the sword, pulling it towards the door.


    But she’s not going to make it in time. Looking back in fear, she sees the vampires arrive, their lashing necks swiping towards the man from the sect who is about to be overrun. None of their razor teeth pierce his armor, but there are too many of them and he is about to be entirely swallowed by their combined weight. To the side, she sees the priests atop the carts getting their magic ready again, only waiting for the man to die before they get rid of the threat of the vampires.


    Ridiculous.


    She should have moved faster. She shouldn’t have been afraid for so long. She acted too late to save him. Fresh watches in horror as the man from the sect, surrounded by writhing meat and teeth, vanishes beneath the mound piling on top of him.


    She hates it here too. She isn’t sure, but she thinks she hates it here more than she hated her old life. At least now.


    "Get out of here!" yells a voice at her from behind the golem and the world erupts into a crystal flurry. A single snap resonates, echoing around the plaza as seconds later, a giant glass pillar blasts up into the air, shooting up high towards the middle of the dungeon-gate. A large, dark-cobalt armored hand clutches onto the glass-tower, as it pulls him free from the mass of vampires that hiss in a seething rage down below. The hissing sound is nigh indistinguishable from that same sound which stems from the crowd to the side.


    A small figure bounds over the golem’s heavy back, jumping as another jagged glass pillar bursts out of the stones, upheaving the paving. Fresh watches as Jubilee latches on to the tower, snapping their fingers again to create a platform for themselves and for the giant from the sect to drop down onto with a heavy, ungraceful clamour.


    "Jubileeee~!" calls Fresh at the sight of her friend.


    "Run!" yells Jubilee again from across the plaza at her and snaps their fingers. A wall of glass spears bursts out before her, separating her from the chaos.


    A series of jeers and boos erupts from the line of guardsmen and priests, as the sounds of an intense fight make themselves heard from the other side of the glass barrier. Fresh narrows her eyes. This won’t do. She’s not going anywhere. She’s not going to run away and hide while her friend is out here, while someone needs her help. Right? That’s not who she is, that’s not who she wants to be. The subtle trickling of the fountain in her ear tells her that and she is sure that it is true.


    Fresh steps back forward again, walking towards the wall of jagged glass that separates her from the vampires. With strained, tedious steps, she marches on, dragging the heavy sword behind herself with both hands, the bone-weapon scrapes noisily against the rock of the plaza. She’s going to get this to him. She’s going to do it. Even if she dies trying, she’s going to do it. Because it’s the right thing to do.


    Suddenly, something surrounds her. A warmth. A soft light that is alien from the glow of the lantern at her side, as well as from the strange light that seems to be coming from the dark sky.
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    Fresh clenches her hands, looking down at them, as the warm aura encapsulates her shaking body. It feels like sitting in the sun on a warm summer’s day, like having a hot tea during a spring shower. It radiates a deep heat. She remembers this feeling. Looking over her shoulder, Fresh looks back towards the crowd, trying to discern a familiar silhouette. But she doesn’t manage. She feels a lot less alone now however, knowing that both of her friends are here now with her.


    Smiling, lifting the sword much easier than before, Fresh runs towards the glass wall. "Thanks Basil," whispers the girl under her breath, as she makes her way forward with the heavy sword held in both of her hands. With determined eyes, the girl stares up at the wall of glass, staring at the reflection looking back towards her. Its eyeless face smiles a wide smile which seems entirely out of place. The girl in the mirror-glass winks and the glass wall breaks apart, shattering into thousands of pieces as they fall down to the torn up ground below, shimmering like so many falling stars as they descend.


    Jubilee probably won’t forgive her for this, but that’s okay, thinks Fresh as she runs forward through the storm. Glass falls down onto her black robe, onto her shoulders, onto her hair as she runs with her eyes held tightly closed through the mess, not breathing a single breath as she lumbers forward with the greatsword in her grasp.


    Something hisses and she feels something wet splash against her face, the girl keeps running as a massive hand suddenly grabs her shoulder and yanks her back. With a fearful yelp, Fresh spins around to look at the giant man from the sect who pulls her back just in time, pulling her away from a striking vampire that he smashes his free fist against and sends flying. His shining eye, filled with a haunting obsession, looks down at Fresh, who gazes back at him with the same intensity, lifting the handle of the sword up to him with her free hand.


    "Kill monsters," says Fresh, nodding to him.


    A heavy breath escapes his wet chest as his only response and she feels it blow over her face like a midnight wind. A giant hand, covered in black blood, grasps the hilt of the sword as the man lurches forward without saying a single word, charging into the swarm that surrounds them on all sides. Glass shatters left and right, filling the air as if it were coated in flocks of falling snow.


    "I told you to get out of here, IDIOT!" Glass erupts all around her, an undead head falls down next to her. Its taut skin is pulled over its hungry eyes, sealing them from the world.


    "Jubilee!" cries Fresh, looking over to her friend who lands down next to her, jumping off of a glass spire. "I’m not going anywhere!" says Fresh, pulling out Jubilee’s glove and handing it back to them. "I -"


    Fresh looks at Jubilee’s hand that is red from top to bottom. It looks like its covered entirely in fresh blood. "Jubilee!" Jubilee snatches the glove from her and turns around, slipping it back on. "I told you, glass is dangerous." Jubilee snaps their fingers, skewering another vampire on a long spear. The creature lifts up into the air as the glass blasts through its long throat. Suddenly, the world rumbles, the ground shakes. The glass spear cracks in half as the golem charges through the obstruction as if it were nothing. "LOOK O- !" calls Jubilee, lifting a hand back towards her, just as Fresh sees the giant fist flying straight towards her head.


    She sees her reflection just before herself again, just like a few seconds ago. But this time, it doesn’t shatter, as she looks at the girl in the mirror. The reflection isn’t in glass this time, but rather in ice. She stares at the confused visage who doesn’t wink back at her a second time.


    Nothing happens.


    Fresh looks down, looking at the blade of the sword pressing through the golem’s back, pressing through the round core at its center.


    The world cracks, the stones shattering as the golem lifts up off of the ground. As the man from the witches’ sect stands behind it, grunting like a wild animal as he leverages the giant sword against the stones, as he lifts the golem up off of its feet in a display of incredible strength. As he screams a loud, primal cry, his deep, bassy voice echoing out over the plaza together with the scream of the golem, as it flips over the man who smashes the entire creature down behind himself. It crashes into the broken rock of the plaza.


    The ice of its body shatters apart, flying in all directions like the shards of a broken plate. Glass flies out left and right, skewering the last vampires that still make their onslaught, lifting the many creatures up into the air, but never killing any of them, as they lash and flail about so far off of the ground. Their mutilated, mangled visages whip wildly in all directions.


    It all goes quiet as Fresh watches the end of the fight. As she realizes again, as just before, how unusually bright it is outside, despite there being no visible moon tonight.


    There is a loud crunch, as the man from the witches’ sect stomps onto the golem-core, crushing it beneath his heavy boot. The sound rings out around the plaza, echoing as all of the jeers and the cries from the crowd to the side suddenly go very quiet. Echoing, as the heavy clouds that cover the sky, finally begin to part half-way, as if ushered away by the noise that split the night. As if the death of the golem had set every one of their heavenly bodies into motion.


    The world erupts into a half-light, as all of their eyes move towards the sudden appearance of the moon. It hasn’t been a moonless night at all. A full, looming moon hangs over the world, as it has done the entire night. The dark clouds that had obscured it now shift, however. The right half of it is still hidden by the clouds that seem to come together into a strange, odd formation, which seems almost unnatural in its construction. Murmurs begin to erupt from the crowd. Uneasy cries and shouts as fingers point towards the moon. Towards the thing that was clearly wrong and misshapen. They all bustle and move, the priests getting ready to cast their spell now, as several people point towards the odd thing that carries with it a strange, soft, purple tinge that hangs above the city.


    The breath leaves the giant body in an instant as he exhales. "Yes…" mutters the man from the sect as he stares with possessed eyes at the strange moon. The core crunches beneath his boot as he grinds it into a fine dust.


    


    
      
        
          	
            [Got 70/117] Experience! (Shared combat)
          
        

      
    


    


    "Yes!" he shouts again, lifting a hand and grabbing the lashing neck of a vampire, snapping it in half. The clouds shift, the light of the moon growing brighter and brighter as more if its left half comes into clear sight. The clouds all move towards the right, completely out of the natural order.
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    Jubilee turns towards her in an instant as they realize something, glass starting to form around their hands. "Get inside! GO!" they yell. The man lifts the giant sword, slashing it through the air one final time in a wide arc, severing a full half-dozen heads all at once, just as Fresh takes a single step back and away, her eyes growing wide and fearful as it begins to dawn on her.


    "YES!" hollers the giant, his booming through the world as the clouds all move to the right, perfectly obscuring almost half of the moon. As the prophecy of the witches’ sect comes to be fulfilled, as evidenced by the crooked face that forms in the sky.
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    The clouds finish their movements. Their overlaying of the moonlight gives the moon the clear, undeniable appearance of an unnatural visage. The appearance of a crooked face which stares down at them all, which stares down at the entire world with an eye that gleams expectantly. The clouds form around it, covering the moon in an entirely impossible manner, as if pressed into place by a cosmic sculptor, to give the celestial body the appearance of having a long, crooked nose and jagged teeth that smile down upon the world. The witch’s moon shines bright. But all eyes have left it and its haunting presence now.


    All eyes, including those of the moon itself, stare down at one thing. At the single glassy window, that floats in the middle of the plaza. The one that shows her picture. Her name. Her class. The dark, glassy screen hovering just next to the girl, as it reflects the soft light coming from a thousand stars that shine above them, like godly eyes peering down onto the world to witness the birth of the witch of the north.

  


  Chapter 103: Black-Water


  
    Fresh presses herself against the window, swiping it away, not sure what ability she presses on as she simply tries to remove it as fast as she can from the world.


    "WITCH!" yells a voice from the crowd and the entire wall of shields that held steadfast against the wave of fists smashing against them, the wall of shields that didn’t budge an inch for the many vampires howling in the darkness, now shifts, as several of them lower the large pieces of metal to take a look. The anqas behind them, attached to the carriages start stamping into the stones, the priests next to them barely able to keep the animals under control as they go wild. The lanterns attached to the carriages swing madly through the night, the chains that they hang from rattling like the clattering of a fistful of jangling coins.


    Any screams that were still present before have now fallen silent, together with the final death of the last vampire a moment ago. Murmurs run through the crowd of a hundred fearful eyes that stare her way.


    "We need to go," says Jubilee quickly. "Now!" they hiss towards her, pulling on the hem of her robe.


    "A witch!"


    "KILL THE WITCH!"


    "DEMON!"


    The light of the night shifts as something adds to the glow of the looming moon that smiles down on them all with a crooked grin. A sudden burst of bright light breaks through the crowd and Fresh stares in fearful shock, as a massive silhouette jumps in front of her. The fireball explodes against the man from the sect’s back, wrapping around him and sending a scorching flame flying off to the sides as it smashes against his armor.


    "Are you okay?!" asks Fresh as she looks in shock at the heavy breathing giant who took the full brunt of the spell meant for her. His metal armor turns scorching hot in an instant, she feels it radiating towards her. He simply exhales again, as the blistering heat begins to singe him with an audible hiss. She can smell a sour burning from where she stands. It almost sounds like a liquid coming to boil.


    "KILL HER!" yells another voice from the crowd. The line of guardsmen don’t move yet however. Only a few take a couple tentative steps forward, but then stay back where they stand, as they notice that none of their neighbors are brave enough to go forward with them.


    The crowd shifts in a furious rage that has no outlet, Fresh watches as a hundred faces, all filled with a sudden malice, glare her way. Familiar faces, familiar eyes look her way. People she has made things for, whose clothes she’s repaired, who she shared her potions and drinks with, sometimes for free on those rare occasions when Jubilee was looking away, sliding them over the counter with a wink. All of them glare at her with disgusted, indignant eyes that shine with clear malicious intent.


    A man, an exorcist from the church, stands atop the center cart and he stares over the anarchy, his long, thin scarf billowing in the night. His hand lifts up and those around him fall silent and soon the others, noticing the quiet, do so as well. The people move apart, separating themselves from a small entity in the center of their mass who they have already deemed as unclean.


    "Evil has befallen our city!" preaches the head exorcist. "Kill the witch and everyone she has BEFOULED with her malignancy!" He points to the side, towards the opening in their midst. Towards the outcast who stands there, having already been understood to be different, perhaps her prior spell-casting having been witnessed by the many. The crowd shifts, moving in a circle around a single priestess standing in the midst of it all. "BEFOULED!"


    "BASIL!" cries Fresh, running past the giant from the sect towards the opening in the crowd. A heavy hand yanks her back and her feet slip off of the ground, her body lurches back and away from the raging mass of people as the fabric of her own robe chokes her from the sudden, forceful tug. A voice yells in her ear, but she can’t discern if it’s Jubilee’s or the man’s or even the trickling words of the fountain, all she sees is the white silhouette standing behind the lowered shieldwall, she sees Basil vanish into the midst of the tightening circle. As the crowd closes in back around her, barring any sight of her, all that Fresh sees of her friend are the splatters of dark red blood that fly through the air, propelled by hacking metal.


    Fresh screams, reaching back for the priestess as the giant from the sect throws her over his shoulder, as she somehow moves further and further away despite her legs kicking to move back towards Basil. It feels as if she were swimming, but the heavy current of the black-water is flowing in the opposite direction and she is powerless to fight it. "KILL THE WITCH!" yells a clear voice that echoes through the night. The shield wall charges forward, emboldened now, rushing straight towards them, moving now as a unified front as the frenzied crowd behind them pushes their way back to the plaza that they had just run from moments before.
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    More screams than she has ever heard before fill the night, all coming together to mix in with her own into a harrowing sound that howls through the darkness like the anguishing lamentation of a banshee.


    They barrel through the wreckage of the store, a wall of jagged glass bursting up behind them as a familiar voice rings out. "This way, out the window!" yells Jubilee as they run up the ruined stairs. The entire store is destroyed, the floors are coated in broken glass and colorful liquids from the potions together with fragments of bone that float on the surface of the puddles. The wall of glass shatters behind them as the horde barges in after them only seconds behind.


    A second later, Fresh feels herself in free-fall, as the man from the sect launches them both out of the broken upstairs-corridor window. Just before they fly out, Fresh spares one last glance down the long upstairs hallway that she had walked down nearly every day for these past few happy weeks. The corridor that she had walked down for the last time. It is entirely destroyed. Jubilee’s room, her room, the kitchen, even the door that she never got to look inside of. All of them are torn and ripped apart, as destroyed as the downstairs area and in an instant, as she reaches for them as well, they all leave her grasp, slipping out and away from her fingers as the three of them fall down into the backstreet.


    She feels herself floating. It's just a dream, right? This is all just another bad dream. Another nightmare that the fountain wants her to see, right? She’ll wake up any moment now. Right?


    They land, her gut pressing deeper into the metal shoulder of the man’s armor, screams hollering out of the house behind them as they run. The raging calls ring out through the dark night, filling it with their horrific presence. The many voices echo out beneath the light of the horrible moon, all of the screams give the house behind them the impression that it is haunted. As if it was filled with wailing ghosts who howl in a shared agony.


    The upper wall that they just sprang out of explodes, an eruption of fire blasting through, tearing it entirely off of the building. Wood and ash rain down behind them as they run, as the exterior facade of the house begins to collapse and peel off entirely, like skin flaking off of an embalmed corpse. It comes loose and falls, as if it had been there for entirely too long to begin with.


    They round the bend, running down the dark alley in a direction that she has never gone down before, as the destroyed house leaves her sight for what might be the final time.


    "Let me go! LET ME GO!" howls Fresh, her fists smashing against the man’s armor.


    "No," is all that he says, as he runs after Jubilee who leads the way.


    "Over here!" calls her friend and they turn towards the left, bending into a side alley. Voices ring out behind them as the mob pursues them.


    "They went around the back!"


    "Cut them off!"


    Bells ring aloud in the night which can find no quiet. Fresh flails and kicks, but the man from the sect refuses to let her go, no matter how often she smashes a fist against the back of his head or a knee against his chest. He just grabs tighter and the two of them keep running. They come to a sudden stop, stopping at a closed door. Jubilee smashes their fist against it. A small slit near the top slides open, a pair of eyes staring out of the darkness. "Password?" asks the gruff voice.


    "Fuck you! Open the door!" barks Jubilee. The slit window slides back shut and a second later, the door opens and they run inside.


    "You seem to be in a bit of a pickle," says the cloaked man coyly, closing the door behind them. "Prophecies, eh? Nothing but trouble."


    "We’re using tunnel eight," says Jubilee, rushing past him.


    "I wouldn’t recommend it," says the man from the thieves’ guild. "They know about number eight. They found it three days ago."


    "Fuck! You useless fucks!" snaps Jubilee at the man who stays entirely indifferent.


    "Take number six and head left," says the man. "Seal it behind you."


    "How much?" asks Jubilee. The voices outside grow louder and louder as the crowd rushes into the alley that they were just in, swarming in from both sides of the street.


    "We’ll come to collect in the future. When you’re ready," says the man. "After all, we have to protect our investments," he smiles at Fresh, as the giant carrying her runs after Jubilee who is already on the move. The man from the thieves’ guild waves back, speaking to her and her alone in a playful voice as they leave. "The pact is sealed," he says in a tone that almost implies it was a joke of some kind.


    The door behind him shakes with a violent rattle as something heavy smashes against it. Fresh only sees the first chunks of splintering wood fly past him just before they drop down a hole and she finds herself swallowed by a cold, damp darkness. The flying debris and particulate darken the air around him in that instant and make it oddly visible; the small, red bite-mark on his uncovered calves. As if a snake had bitten him and the area had begun scarring over.


    The man from the thieves’ guild leaves her sight in a cloud of dust and flying debris as they plummet downward.


    Fresh isn’t sure for how long they run down the long underground tunnel. It’s well lit. Dozens of their lanterns, of her lanterns, hang here on the walls and fill the entire space with a pale, blue light.


    The girl hangs there, numb and limp, over the shoulder of the man from the sect. "It’s all gone," she mutters to herself, looking around at the underground tunnel. "It’s all gone," she repeats, her eyes wandering from side to side. As they run, she catches a glimpse of herself, a warped reflection in the matte glass of one of her own lanterns in the fraction of a second, just as they run past it.


    The girl in the reflection, her gestalt warped and wrong as if she had no eyes, simply stares back towards her as they run. Black-water runs down her face. She doesn’t say anything. But her mouth moves, her body contorting and pressing itself in and out, as the mirror image lifts a finger to point at her. As the girl in the mirror laughs and laughs and laughs, now that she is finally in on the joke as well.


    Now that she’s finally realized what the fountain has found so funny this entire time. It’s her. She’s the joke. She’s just been playing make-believe this entire time and now, the fun is over.

  


  Chapter 104: Emergence


  
    "I’m sorry," says Fresh quietly.


    "Shut up," replies Jubilee in a loud, sharp tone.


    Fresh isn’t sure for how long they’ve been running down the underground tunnel which is lined with dozens, if not hundreds of her handmade lanterns. They never sold this many to any one person, not even close. Does that mean that the thieves’ guild had bought all of these through other people? How many of them had been in their store? How often? Have they been watching her? Watching them this entire time?


    Fresh hangs there, laid out over the man from the sect’s shoulder as they keep moving. Her head droops down and she stares at the dirt that she wants to be buried in.


    They slow down for a moment and then turn with a sharp turn towards the left. Voices can be heard from behind them, echoing down the tunnel. Their furious tones ring out so loudly, as if they were right there, standing next to her and screaming into her ears.


    A snap rings out, the sharp tone bouncing off of the dirt walls as a pillar of glass erupts along the roof of the tunnel, cutting through the intersection as it slices diagonally across the compacted dirt on both sides.


    The heavy weight of the world above crashes down in an instant, just as the glass reaches the other side. The beam of glass shatters as the dirt above it presses down on it, snapping it in half like a stick over a knee, as it begins to rain down, setting the area around it into movement in a chain reaction just seconds later as they continue their escape.


    They keep running, quickly retreating as the intersection behind them collapses.


    "I’m sorry," says Fresh quietly, not sure if Jubilee can hear her over the crashing world behind them.


    "I said shut up!" barks Jubilee back at her, apparently having heard her after all. Fresh can’t see her friend, if Jubilee even still is that, as she is facing backwards. But she is sure that Jubilee didn’t bother looking at her as they spoke. She doesn’t blame them. Who would want to look at her? What are they going to do now? The store is gone. The house is gone. Their home is gone. Basil is gone.


    Why didn’t she just stay inside? If she had stayed inside, everything would have been fine. Everything would have been okay. What did she even do? Drag a sword outside? One that the man perhaps didn’t even really need? She rushed into a situation again, just like on her first day here. She rushed in and didn’t think and this time, it cost her everything. What was it all for? Her eyes, staring at the dirt, look at her empty hands which dangle limply down below herself and occasionally slap against the giant’s back as he runs. What was it all for?


    They slow down, coming to a halt.


    "That fuck-head," hisses Jubilee. "He didn’t say anything about this."


    Fresh looks up, looking back around herself. They’re at a second four-way intersection.


    "Fuck! FUCK!" yells Jubilee, their voice echoing around the chamber. The sounds of Jubilee’s hands clapping together rings out as they slow themselves and take a deep breath, trying to calm down. Fresh flinches as Jubilee swears. They must be upset too, for good reason. They had lost their home because of her stupidity. Jubilee had gone so far out of their way to help her and this is their reward for it. The same thing as it had been since their very first day together. She's nothing but a pain in their ass. That’s all that she was. All she caused.


    "I’m sorr -"


    "Will you SHUT THE FUCK UP?!" yells Jubilee, the sounds of their boots scraping over the dirt as they turn around back towards her. "If you say one more word then I’m going to shove a piece of glass so far up your ass that you’ll feel it rattling around in that empty skull of yours!" they say in one long, quick, breathless threat. Fresh looks back and away, silently turning her head down back towards the dirt. "You! Meat-head. Set her down and help me figure out which way leads out of here," orders Jubilee, snapping their fingers at the man from the sect. "If we take the wrong tunnel and pop up in the cardinal’s bathroom, we’re going to be royally fucked!"


    "No." He lets out a heavy breath. Fresh stares vacantly at the ground as he lurches, as she watches the odd wet trickle down from his battered armor. She wants to remark that he’s hurt, that he should let them check on his injuries. But what is she going to do? Just make it worse. Fresh doesn’t say anything.


    "She can walk just fine on her own!"


    "No," repeats the man, his fingers pressing down tighter.


    "It’s fine," says Fresh quietly. "Please go help Jubilee."


    He exhales loudly. Loosening his grip, the man from the sect grabs Fresh with both hands, his metal gauntlets digging into her gut as he pulls her off of his shoulder. It hurts, but she doesn’t say anything.


    Slowly, he sets her down against the wall and gets up, walking over to Jubilee. They stand there for a time. It’s mostly just Jubilee talking to themselves, trying to pinpoint where exactly they are, so that they could decide which way to go. The man from the sect does little except to answer with either a succinct yes or no or with simply nothing at all apart from another heavy breath that explodes out of his body.


    Lifting her head, Fresh looks at the crossroads that they find themselves at and a strong feeling of uncomfortable familiarity comes to her as she stares at the blue lanterns adorning the walls. It’s like back then. It’s like when she came to this world. If only she had gone right. If only she had gone right, then none of this would have happened. If she had gone right, then the world would have been a better place.


    She looks at the two of them who can’t seem to make up their minds. "We need to go right," she mutters quietly.


    Both of them look back at her.


    "What?" asks Jubilee as the man from the sect already makes his unquestioning return. She lifts a hand, waving him off as she gets up on her own.


    "We need to go right," repeats Fresh, pointing down the tunnel.


    "Why?" asks Jubilee, placing their hands on their hips. "How do you know?"


    "I just know," says Fresh, turning towards the tunnel.


    "So what you’re saying is that I should go left here?" they ask. "Because I clearly don’t trust your decision making abilities!" snaps Jubilee and Fresh flinches, not arguing back.


    "I’m sorry."


    "SHUT UP!" yells Jubilee. "’Sorry’ doesn’t fix shit! It just makes you feel better, but not anyone else!" They lift their finger, pointing to the man from the sect who has already started marching down the tunnel. "You! Where are you going?!"


    He turns around, looking back at them. "Right," is all he says, as he turns his head back around, marching forward down the dark passage on his own.


    Jubilee lets out a frustrated scream, clenching their hood and tearing it downward to cover the front of their mask. A moment later, after they have screamed themselves empty, Jubilee stomps past Fresh, walking down the right tunnel as well. They turn around, looking at her as she still stands at the crossroads. "Get the fuck over here! You made your choices, now live with them!" barks Jubilee as they turn around to keep walking after the man from the sect. "If we die, we better not become fucking ghosts! After this, I’m going to need my eternal sleep!"


    Fresh watches her companions vanish into the darkness and then, looking around and seeing that she is all on her own, she runs after them. The tunnel doesn’t stretch on much further. After a few minutes of quiet walking, all of them brooding in their own manner, they reach a small incline that steadily rises upwards.


    As they march along, the corridor tightening, as the ramp grows steeper and steeper, they slowly come to what appears to be the end of the passage.


    "There’s fucking nothing here. It’s a dead-end," sighs Jubilee as they look around. "Go right, she said. It’s this way, she said. Fuck me!"


    Dirt rains down from above. Fresh yelps as she covers her face with one hand, holding her other arm over Jubilee as they both look up at the giant from the sect, his fist breaking through the dirt ceiling of the tunnel that they had risen towards.


    Smashing his other hand up into the dirt, he pries his hands apart and rips a hole into the ground which tears open beneath his fingers. Roots tear and pop with audible snaps as he gores the world from the inside-out. Air rushes past them in a sudden breeze, as the hole above him opens wider and wider. A strangely familiar sound fills the air that sends the hairs on Fresh’s neck up on end. The splashing of water.


    A gentle, red light shines in from above, tinged with the stain of a dewy forest-green.


    "You just need to have some faith," says the man from the sect, looking at Jubilee.


    "What the fuck are yo- IAGH!" The man from the sect grabs Jubilee under their arm, pulling them up into the air in an instant. "PUT ME DOWN, YOU SHIT-HEAD!" yells Jubilee, kicking the man’s helmet as he hoists them out through the hole. A second later he grabs Fresh who was already backing away with a nervous expression. With a single hand he tosses her out of the hole as well.


    She lands with a thud on the grass above the tunnels, next to Jubilee.


    "Fuck me…" mutters Jubilee in an oddly surprised tone, as Fresh flops down next to them onto the dirt above the tunnel. A warm, flowing air covers her body as the breeze of the summer’s morning comes to greet them all to this bright morning. The clearing, just outside of the city, the one she had been reborn in, is illuminated by a ruby light. The water of the fountain splashes on loudly next to them, as something heavy pulls itself out of the darkness just behind them. The water of the fountain laughs and laughs and laughs as Fresh lifts her head to look at the point of her rebirth. The sound of the water is almost giddy. As if it were grateful for her having played its game for today.


    All three of them stare at the thing, the entity, in the fountain, the gestalt covered in black-water that stares back at them with lost, agonized and deeply confused eyes. Like a bloody fawn, fresh from the womb. Its pure body is stained and befouled and covered in rich smears of black-water and afterbirth with only two clean streaks under the damp eyes.


    Fresh howls as she claws into the dirt, pushing herself up as she sprints forward and jumps into the fountain. As she wraps her arms around a very confused Basil, who sits there in the middle of it, water dribbling down from above over her dark, strawberry-blonde hair that is tinged with a deeper red, by the crimson sunrise that dawns just over the horizon, just beyond the forest that wakes up to greet a brand new day.

  


  Chapter 105: Life goes on


  
    Fresh flies back as the two soft hands press against her body and shove her away with a violent push. She yelps as she flies backwards out of the fountain, her bottom hitting the inside stone rim of the basin, as she tips back and flops over, falling to the dirt with her back, her legs still hanging over the edge, inside of the water.


    "GET AWAY FROM ME!" yells Basil, thrashing as she pulls herself away, kicking and splashing as she crawls out of the fountain on the other side. "WITCH!" The priestess heaves with frantic breaths as she comes to her senses, awakening from her rebirth in the fountain, her hands clawing at her head as she pulls her wet hair away from her face.


    Fresh looks up at Basil who is backing away with a clear terror in her eyes, as the priestess clutches her own body, running her shaking hands over the red spots on her white robe. "Wait! Basil!"


    "STAY AWAY FROM ME!" shouts the priestess in a frantic terror as she lifts her hands, magic coalescing around her fingers as she walks backwards, away from them. Before Fresh can get up, Basil turns around and runs away down the road as fast as she can. Fresh calls after her, but the priestess doesn’t stop running. Fearfully, Fresh looks back to Jubilee and the man from the sect.


    "We have to stop her! If she goes back to the city - !"


    Jubilee raises a hand, interrupting her. "Not our problem. We need to get out of here as fast as we can."


    "Jubilee! They’ll kill her! It’s Basil!"


    Jubilee shrugs, walking over and pulling her legs out of the fountain. "I don’t know what witch-fuckery you pulled here to bring her back and I don’t want to know," they say. "But you saw how everyone reacted when they saw you. I told you this would happen." Jubilee shakes their head. "She’s gone, she probably sees you the same as the rest of them do." Jubilee yanks one of Fresh’s boots off and holds it upside down, shaking all the water out of it before throwing it down next to her head that still lays in the grass. "I hope you enjoyed your time in the city, because we’re never coming back here again."


    "Jubilee! Your house! The store! I’m so- !"


    Jubilee leans over her, their mask hovering above her face. "I thought I told you to shut up about that! It’s done! IT’S OVER!" yells Jubilee, swiping their hand through the air. Fresh feels a droplet hit her face from above. Two furious eyes glare down at her, before Jubilee pulls themselves back upright, walking over to her other side to rip off her other boot to shake the water out of it.


    Fresh lets out a loud sniffle, doing her best not to cry. "What are we going to do now? What will we live off of? Everything we had was back h- ho-" Fresh howls, unable to finish the word.


    "We’re leaving," says Jubilee plainly, ignoring her distress. "The north is as good as fucked for us. The church is going to send out hunting parties for the rest of the year, if not the rest of the decade," they explain. "This isn’t going to be forgotten." Jubilee tosses her other boot down next to her head. "The south is as good as fucked, as it’s always been. That leaves us two choi- Will you stop crying?!" yells Jubilee with a cracking voice, but Fresh just cries louder.


    "West. East," says the heavy voice from next to them, undisturbed by the emotionality of either of them.


    Jubilee looks up at him "You! Why are you still here?!"


    "I am chosen."


    "What the fuck are you talking about, you goon?!"


    The man lets out a heavy, excited breath. "I fulfilled the witch’s prophecy. I am chosen," he looks down at his giant hand that seems to shake just a little as he clenches his fist loosely together, as if that is all the strength he could muster at this point.


    "You’re going to draw too much attention! Get the fuck out of here and go die in the forest or something!"


    "I will not," says the man from the sect.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "You’re going to bleed to death and leave a trail a mile long leading right to us!"


    "I will not," says the man, breathing extra hard as if to emphasize his point. Wet leaks out of his armor. "The pact was sealed and so it shall remain," he says.


    "Shove your cryptic-bullshit ‘pact’ up your ass! You!" Jubilee pulls on Fresh’s collar, trying to pull her up from the ground. "Get the fuck up and tell this guy to get out of here!"


    Fresh’s arms shoot up and grabs Jubilee, pulling them down onto the ground with her as she hugs them, pressing them against her drenched robe. "JUBILEEEEEE~"


    "I SAID IT’S OVER!" yells Jubilee, struggling, but unable to escape her grasp. "You wanted to be an adventurer, remember?! Well this is what adventuring is! People die! Places get destroyed! Toughen the fuck up already! We need to go before someone finds us!"


    "But what will we dooo~?!"


    "Aren’t you listening, goo-brain?! We’re going to go somewhere else!"


    "But the store -" complains Fresh.


    "- We’ll make a new store, shithead! There are other dungeons and other cities!" hisses Jubilee, wiggling themselves free from her clutches. Fresh sniffles, pulling herself slowly upright.


    "All of our money was back in the city!" argues Fresh.


    "We’ll make new money."


    "But all of our things?" she asks, wiping her eyes.


    "We’ll get new things!"


    "Your teddy-bear!" yells Fresh, distraught, clenching her fists and leaning in towards Jubilee.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes. "Just make me a new one, jackass! If you don’t get up, I’m going to start walking and leave you behind with this creep!" Jubilee points to the man from the sect who lets out another heavy, excited breath at hearing this prospect. Fresh rubs her eyes, stands upright and grabs her wet boots.


    "Okaaaay…" she says. "Are you okay, Jubilee? You were hurt, your arm," asks Fresh.


    "I’m fine," says Jubilee, waving her off, a drip of red running down the outside of their glove. Fresh looks over to the man from the sect who is still covered in a worrying amount of dampness himself. "What about you?"


    "Optimal."


    "Liars!" yells Fresh, pointing at them both. "You’re both liars!"


    Jubilee shrugs and walks towards the forest. The man from the sect says nothing, but stares at her as she slips on her wet boots and walks after her friend. The three of them walk through the forest, ragged, bloody and exhausted.


    "What’s the east like?" asks Fresh, suppressing a sniffle.


    "Depends how far we go. It gets rocky at first with a bunch of forests, but after that comes the desert," says Jubilee. "The eastern dungeon is pretty decent. High level. But the people are a lot more relaxed than around here. Less politics, it’s a real meritocracy," explains Jubilee. "Turns out desert life doesn’t lend itself well to stupid squabbles when you need to be spending your day killing crabs."


    "Crabs?" asks Fresh, considering what that means. "That sounds nice," she says, rubbing her eyes again as she tries to get her mind off of things. "Do they like witches then?"


    "No. Nobody likes witches," replies Jubilee.


    "Oh…"


    "I do," says a heavy voice from behind them. Fresh laughs with a nervous smile and waves to the man from the sect.


    "And the west?"


    "Cold as fuck," says Jubilee as they walk through the forest. "The western dungeon is up in the mountains."


    "Ooh, mountains are pretty!" says Fresh, trying to keep her voice stable.


    "Sure? I guess?" replies Jubilee, looking back to her and shrugging. "The western dungeon is a mid-level thing and the people are more reserved. But they have good food, I’ll give ‘em that. Things are kind of fucky there though."


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "What do you mean?"


    "They’re very… magic oriented. Mountain life is harsh too, so they’ve been pretty creative with their ways of doing things."


    "So they like witches?!"


    "No," sighs Jubilee.


    "I d-"


    "Shut up!" yells Jubilee at the man from the sect. He lets out a long exhale in response, his breastplate sinking a bit.


    "Won’t the church tell them about us?" asks Fresh, somewhat worried.


    "No. Not in any way that matters at least. The church isn’t really present in the west or the east, apart from the odd missionary here or there. They have their own ways of doing things, you know?"


    "No," says Fresh, shaking her head.


    Jubilee sighs. "Anyways, we’re going to have a long walk ahead of us. We should have bought that fucking cart and anqa while we had the chance."


    "Yeah…" relents Fresh, sighing along with her friend.


    Suddenly, a scream rings out in the distance, growing louder and louder as it echoes towards them. Fresh turns around, recognizing the voice. "BASIL!" calls the girl, turning around to run back. A heavy arm catches her as she runs into the inside of his elbow. "Let me go! Basil’s in trouble!" argues Fresh, but the man from the sect doesn’t let go.


    "Basil made her choice. Let’s get out of here," says Jubilee, walking on ahead entirely indifferent. "You! Meat-head. If you want to keep her safe, then keep her safe from herself."


    The man from the sect doesn’t say anything, looking at Jubilee and then back to Fresh who is trying to fight free from his grip. Grunting, he picks her up again like before and she flails, striking at him again like before, as the three of them march deeper into the forest. "Sorry."


    "Let me go! LET ME GO!" yells Fresh, striking against the back of his metal helmet. "BASIL!" yells the girl into the forest.


    The scream grows louder, as if chasing after them. Seconds later, Basil breaks out through the tree-line behind them, having caught up, apparently being chased their way. A dark, glowing silhouette is in pursuit of her. A demonic entity, shining with a deathly purple aura, as it hovers through the air, flying after the priestess. Hounding her.


    Fresh’s eyes open wide in shock as she watches the cursed lantern fly after Basil, her brown adventurer’s bag hanging from it, as it barely manages to stay afloat in the air with the heavy load. The giant’s other hand shoots out, clotheslining Basil right across her gut. The priestess lurches forward, wheezing as the air leaves her lungs in an instant. Without a word or even asking for Fresh’s permission, the man from the sect hoists Basil up onto his other shoulder, carrying both of them as indifferent to their combined weight as can be, despite his injuries.


    Feeling greatly relieved, Fresh looks at the lantern that floats towards her and she reaches out, grabbing her bag from the thing that is clearly struggling to stay afloat. Feeling her eyes grow wet again as she looks at the familiar thing, she smiles. "You tried really hard, thank you!" she says, rubbing its metal surface with her free hand as the bag droops down, scraping down against the ground.


    The lantern bobs up and down, before floating to the side and hovering next to Basil who hangs there adjacent to her, over the man’s other shoulder, limply, entirely dazed, wheezing and stunned. The depiction of the corrupted guardian angel shines with a sickly glow, the befoulment of the thing however does not stop it from fulfilling the original intent of its creator, as if the lantern had known all along what its purpose was on the day of its genesis, like a soul finding its passion in life and feeling a spark of particular conviction, it simply knows. She had made it to keep Basil safe and the lantern had fulfilled its obligation. The pact had already been sealed.


    Fresh smiles, happy that Basil finally got her present. In a manner of speaking.


    Looking down at the bag in her hands, she shakes it, feeling a familiar weight inside. A thudding of a heavy, wet book can be heard. As well as the jangling of a heap of shining coins, which rings out through the forest with a bright, happy sound that signals one thing; that perhaps, with a little more luck, that everything is going to be okay after all.

  


  Chapter 106: Clearing the air


  
    "Let me go! LET ME GO!" yells Basil, kicking and flailing like Fresh had done before. The priestess’ fists strike against the large metal helmet of the man from the sect, who lets out a disgruntled sigh and jolts straight upright, jostling both of them back into place on his shoulders.


    "I will not," is all that he says, as he keeps walking, ignoring the fists striking against the back of his head.


    "It’s okay, Basil. He’s really nice," says Fresh, hanging over his other shoulder.


    "DON’T TALK TO ME!" shouts the priestess, swiping her hand out the other way. Fresh pulls her head back and the fist just misses her by an inch. "WITCH! DEMON!" Basil kicks and squirms. "YOU STOLE EVERYTHING FROM ME!"


    Fresh scratches her cheek. "Huh? I didn’t do anythi-"


    "Will you both just PLEASE shut up?" snaps Jubilee from up on ahead. "There might be people searching for us out here!"


    "I WILL NOT!" yells Basil as loud as she can. "LET ME GO, YOU MONSTER!" The man from the sect lets out a heavy, agitated sigh.


    "We’re all friends here, Basil," explains Fresh, reaching over to grab the priestess’ shoulder.


    "AS IF!" shouts Basil, slapping her arm away. "I won’t be associated with something so VILE! SO DISGUSTING, AS YOU!"


    "IF YOU DON’T SHUT UP, WE’RE GOING TO JAM YOU IN A TREE AND LEAVE YOU THERE!" barks Jubilee.


    "PLEASE DO!" yells the priestess, looking back and trying to kick down at Jubilee.


    Feeling the priestess’ sharp words reach her, Fresh looks at Basil somewhat frightened and then looks away, staring down at the forest ground behind them, which is being stained with a trail of a constant trickle of wet every few odd steps. Just another thing in the world that is being befouled because of her existence.


    All four of them are quiet for a time, two of them walking silently through the forest. The red sunrise shines in through the trees, the lantern, floating at Basil’s side, hovers quietly up and down, always avoiding her swiping fists as she swings at it, before floating back into place a moment later.


    "I need to go back," hisses Basil quietly, clenching her teeth and eyes shut. Fresh doesn’t look up, she just stares at the wet trail the man leaves in his wake. "I need to go back," repeats the priestess, starting to cry now that her rage has settled. But she does her best to press it down, judging by the wet sounds coming from her throat that she seems to strain to clench tightly closed.


    "You can’t," says Fresh, feeling something hot in her chest. "None of us can ever go back, Basil."


    "I NEED TO GO BA -"


    A sharp crack rings out through the air, echoing through the forest. The tree-line ahead of them rustles, as a small group of birds take flight, perhaps having been frightened off by the sudden disturbance.


    "YOU CAN’T!" yells Fresh as the palm of her hand leaves Basil’s face, leaving a sharp, red mark on the priestess’ cheek. She looks at Fresh with wide, shocked eyes. "THEY’RE JUST GOING TO KILL YOU AGAIN!" shouts the girl at Basil, worming her way further outward to reach over and grab the cuff of her robe, pulling her around the man’s back. "YOU STUPID JERK!" yells Fresh as she looks at the priestess, who loses control now and starts crying with a loud howl. "We’re friends! If you like it or not! J- JEEEERK!" cries Fresh, starting to howl just as loud as Basil now.


    "Okay. That’s it. ENOUGH!" yells Jubilee. "I’ve had enough! YOU! SET THEM DOWN! NOW!" commands their sharp voice, together with a few snaps of their fingers. The man from the sect lets out another loud, agitated sigh. But seems to be willing to follow Jubilee’s instructions this time and bends over forward, setting the two of them down onto the grass next to each other. He stands back up straight and places his hands down against his lower sides, as he seems to stretch himself out, now that the heavy load is off of his back.


    "I bet you’re glad, huh?" remarks Jubilee. "That prophecy is really working out, huh?! Dumb-ass!" they say to him, pointing at Fresh who has trapped Basil in a desperate hug that the priestess doesn’t fight. "Here’s your witch! I hope it was worth it!"


    "I have faith," says the man, rolling his shoulders. "The moon reveals itself one night at a time."


    "Shove it, you poetic fuck!" barks Jubilee at him, their eyes clearly twitching in agitation as they then look at Basil. "And you! You’re afraid of that wet-mess?! Sort your shit! You should be afraid of the fuckers who killed you in the street!" yells Jubilee. "Gods! You all make me si- STOP CRYING!"


    Neither of them stop crying.


    Jubilee clutches their hood in exasperation. "What is wrong with you people!? Haven’t any of you ever had a bad day before!? Why are you all so emotional?!"


    The four of them stay there in the small wooded area for a time. Jubilee flops down, laying on their back on the grass in the tiny clearing between the rings of trees around them. The man from the sect sits down against one of the giant trees. It almost seems to lean back as he places his weight against it, as if it were trying to escape him but unable to do so. All the while, Fresh and Basil sit where they are, the two of them babbling like the sound of water coming out from a distant fountain.


    An hour passes and the heat begins to grow, but out here in the forest, it seems far gentler than it was inside of the walls of the city. The shade of the lush, green trees combined with the gentle breeze that leaks through the verdant woodland offers a soft calmness which makes the heat not only bearable, but comfortable in a dazy, sleepy manner. The world is filled with birdsong that comes from all around them and even the cicadas seem to make themselves heard out here. Soon enough, the two of them have calmed down enough to hold a reasonable conversation again.


    "I’m sorry," says Basil. "I know that you aren’t evil. I was just… overwhelmed," says Basil, wiping her eyes. A black smear runs across her cheek, as if something dark had just dribbled out of her eye.


    Fresh sniffs, rubbing her eyes dry. "It’s okay, Basil. I know that dying is really scary."


    "Huh?"


    "Oh, uh, I mean, it has to be, right?" says Fresh, not sure why exactly she is hiding the fact that she has died before as well. At this point, she’s so deep inside of the ‘white-lie’ of it, that it would feel wrong to just casually mention it now, after all of this. Especially after all of the strong feelings her friends had shown when they thought she was in danger. It’s a secret, a deception, but in her eyes, a small kindness. She doesn’t want to tarnish their efforts.


    "Do you think the children will be okay?" asks Basil, clearly worried.


    "I’m sure they’ll miss you, but I think they’ll be fine," reassures Fresh. "After all, everyone thinks you’re dead."


    "Yeah…" says Basil, getting up and trying to wipe off her filthy robe. A few crumbs of dirt and grass fall off, but that does little to help its overall filthy appearance. The priestess holds down her hands, helping Fresh get up. "So what happens now?"


    Fresh smiles and takes her hands, standing up next to her. "We’re going to a new city. Somewhere far away and we’re going to make a new store! All of us, together!"


    "That sounds like a lot of work," says Basil, uncertainly.


    Fresh just nods excitedly. "I hope so! Ah!" Fresh grabs Basil’s hands tighter. "Will you come with us? Please?!"


    Basil fidgets with her arms, but Fresh doesn’t let go and simply grabs on tighter. "Okay. But… no more secrets." The priestess looks around at the kind forest around them. "I can’t stand secrets anymore."


    Fresh nods excitedly, leaning in towards Basil. "Mm! It’s a promise!"
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    "Fucking finally," sighs Jubilee from a few meters away. "Can we get going now? It’s going to take us weeks to get there as is." Jubilee pushes themselves up off of the ground, wincing as they use their hurt arm. Limping a little, Jubilee walks over to the man from the sect and without a second thought, kicks his armor right in the stomach area where he’s wounded. "Hey! Freak-show! We’re going. Get up."


    He lets out a disgruntled groan, lifting his head to look at Jubilee. He turns to the side, staring at Fresh who scratches her cheek and then gives him a nod. Straining himself with a hand against the tree, he gets up.
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    A light drifts out from next to her and Fresh lifts a hand over her eyes, as she watches the bright glow wrap around Jubilee and the man. The white shine, tinged with a rainbow glow like a slick of oil on a sunny day, encapsulates their silhouettes and then fades away a few seconds later, as it is carried off by the drifting wind that pushes through the forest.


    "Ah, fuck me," says Jubilee as they shake out their arm and legs. "You could have done that half an hour ago, you know?"


    A loud metal clanking rings out, as the man from the sect pounds against his chest. "Acceptable."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, laughing meekly as she looks at Basil who is still next to her. "Ah… I think they mean ‘thank you.’"


    Basil nods, looking uneasily at the lantern next to her. "What is this thing?" asks the priestess as she stares at the mangled depiction of the angel and the horrible monsters that are drawn onto the surface of the metal.


    Fresh’s eyes light up with glee. "Ah! I made it for you, Basil!"


    "Oh." Basil looks at the cursed lantern which floats next to her. Its deathly purple shine silhouetting her features rather ominously. "You shouldn’t have..."

  


  Chapter 107: Not so different


  
    "It’s so cute!" exclaims Fresh, leaning forward to look at the little, green creature that is wiggling itself out of the hollow tree trunk. Feeling her presence looming over itself, the small, gelatinous body puffs itself out wide, stretching itself thin, but much wider, as it tries to enlarge its appearance.


    The tiny slime jiggles menacingly. Fresh isn’t sure how to process it exactly in her waking mind, but the wet, slapping sounds come together to form a few noises in her head. Not exactly words, but more the sensation of words being said, as she reads the slime’s body language. "Bad! Bad!" says the little slime. She supposes slimes are forest monsters.


    "Get away from the slime, goo-brain," barks Jubilee, grabbing her hand and pulling her back a few steps as the slime jiggles, flapping its goo around in an effort to look like an imposing threat. "I know you have a lot in common, but this isn’t the time."


    "Hey!" says Fresh, pulling her hand away and crossing her arms. "Rude."


    Jubilee snaps their fingers. "You, meat-head. Aren’t you supposed to kill monsters? Go for it."


    "No!" yells Fresh, looking down at Jubilee and then lifting a finger to stop the man from the sect who was already pulling out his sword. "Don’t kill it! It’s cute!" A heavy breath escapes his body and he lets the sword fall back into the straps holding the weapon on his back.


    "It’s worth at least two experience-points," says Jubilee with a shrug. "Plus it came to us. I’d say its a freebie from the universe."


    "It’s not!" argues Fresh. "Look at it! It’s great!"


    The slime, agitated at being ignored, stretches itself out even thinner in an effort to grow taller as it continues dancing around in agitation. Its body, barely reaching the size of a glass-chicken, quivers as it seems to struggle to hold itself upright like this. The leaves nearby rustle as a soft wind pushes through the forest. The stretched out slime catches some of it and loses its balance. Fresh yelps as the little slime falls off of the top of the hollow log, splatting down to the grass below. "Oh no!"


    "It’s fine, dumb-ass. It’s just a slime. Come on, let’s just go. We’re burning daylight." Jubilee looks down at the little slime. "Fucking slimes. Fucking goo. I hate forest monsters."


    "Awww, but Jubileee~" protests Fresh, watching the slime pull itself together. The small creature collects itself back into a tight ball of shiny, translucent goo. Apparently not fazed by its crushing defeat, the creature begins puffing itself up again, trying to scare the intruders away with a wiggly dance that is perhaps meant to be terrifying, but doesn’t quite succeed.


    "I suppose it does have its charm," says Basil, standing a few feet to the side and Fresh nods back to her excitedly.


    "Right?" Tilting her head, she looks back at its body, watching as it seems to pull some air into itself to create a hollow bubble inside of itself that pushes its goo outwards like an expanding balloon. The girl leans forward, moving closer to the slime.


    "Will you just leave the damned thing alone? Come on, we gotta go!" yells Jubilee from the tree-line.


    Fresh stares at the slime and the slime stares at her, puffing itself up further and further in its fearless effort to intimidate the giant before it. She gets an idea and takes a deep breath, puffing out her cheeks as far as she can.


    The slime stops, releasing the air out of itself immediately as it drops down into a tiny, flat, quivering puddle. "Scary-bad! Scary-bad!" cries the slime, apparently distraught as it quickly crawls away, vanishing back inside of the tree-trunk.


    Fresh lets the air out of her cheeks. "Ah! No! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it!" she calls in to the hole. But the slime has already vanished, quickly fleeing the scene. "Oh nooo~" says Fresh, feeling terrible now. "Jubileeeee~" calls the girl over to her friend.


    "Don’t ‘Jubileeeeee~’ me, you slime-brain. It’s great that you’re having fun, but we need to get as far as we can while it’s still light outside and before we get murdered!" Jubilee points at Basil. "Some of us for the second time!" Jubilee’s finger moves to point at the man from the sect. "You two! Stop encouraging her or we’re all going to die out here, because she wants to talk to monsters!"


    The man from the sect lets out a heavy breath. Basil lets out a relenting sigh and walks on ahead as well, grabbing Fresh’s sleeve as she passes. "Come on, let’s get going. Jubilee is right."


    Fresh frowns, but supposes that her friends do have a point. They are in a kind of a rush. "Okay, let’s go!" She looks back to the man from the sect. "Come on, we still have a long ways to go." She scratches her cheek, adjusting the bag on her back with her other hand. "I think?"


    "We do," says Jubilee as they continue walking through the woods. "We’re just heading south for now -"


    "Huh?!" asks Basil. Jubilee lifts a hand, going on.


    "Don’t be a baby. It’s just for a little, then we’ll break off and head west or east. But we have to get away from the city first." Jubilee lowers their hand. "If you think there aren’t witch-hunting parties out for us this very second, then boy do I have news for you." Fresh watches as Basil looks over to her and then back forward, fidgeting with her sleeves the entire time, the bracelet jangling on her wrist.


    "What about…" Basil carries an uneasy tone in her voice. "What about the other witches?"


    "The coven is silent," says a heavy voice from behind them. "Only Gauden and Spillaholle remain." Basil shudders, the man from the sect’s eyes shine through his helmet with great excitement. "Perchta has returned. The prophecy begins anew." Fresh looks back at the man in surprise, remembering the word from the anqa.


    "Prophecy schmophecy," says Jubilee, waving the man off as they walk.


    "Hey, what’s a ‘perchta’?" asks Fresh, looking at the giant walking behind them. "Can you tell me about witch-stuff?" Basil covers her ears and walks on ahead at a quicker pace, starting to hum as she passes by Jubilee.


    The man lets out an excited breath, his breastplate heaving as he looks at her. "When it is dark."


    "Huh?"


    "When it is dark," repeats the man and Fresh scratches her cheek, shrugging. Basil seems to hear this rejection and slows down, coming back to Fresh’s side a moment later, looking a little relieved.


    "Okay!" she says, agreeing to his terms. It sounds a little odd, but at least someone is around who can finally tell her about her class. She looks back at the man from the sect, the giant towering in his dark-cobalt armor like a monstrous shadow of the specter of death. He seems oddly out of place in the lush, vibrant forest that they find themselves in. Then again, looking down at her own frayed black robe, she supposes she isn’t much better off. Fresh sighs. She wishes she had bought more clothes after all while she had had the chance.


    "Hey, what’s your name?" asks Fresh curiously.


    "Unimportant," responds the man from the sect.


    "But I wanna know!" argues the girl. The man says nothing. "Please?" begs Fresh, walking backwards as she looks at him. She reaches out, grabbing his giant hand. The man’s breastplate lurches. "I guess we’ve known each other for a while, but I’m Fresh!" She lifts her other hand, raising a finger and wagging it as she enunciates. "It’s - nice - to - meet - you!"


    The man lets out a long exhalation. Fresh isn’t sure if it’s a sigh or a groan or if the man is just breathing as hard as he always does. She pulls on his hand, trying to lift it up from his side to shake it, but the heavy thing doesn’t budge an inch from her meager attempt to move it. Her perspective suddenly shifts as something in the world around her changes. "IAH!" yelps the girl, stumbling backwards, having tripped over a root. A hand reaches out, grabbing her other shoulder and catching her before she falls. Pulling her back upright, the giant spins her around and then gently pushes against her back to get her to keep walking on forward, perhaps in the hopes that she’ll drop the subject.


    "Thank you!" laughs Fresh. "So?" she asks, apparently not getting the hint. The man doesn’t answer. Fresh narrows her eyes, not willing to accept this. Taking in a deep breath, she pulls in a large amount of air and puffs out her cheeks as she turns back to face the man, who is very much unlike the small slime from before, attempting to win him over with a display of dominance.


    "Will you just tell her your stupid name?!" yells Jubilee from the front. "You people are going to drive me crazy! I swear…"


    Basil doesn’t say anything, but nods quietly in agreement.


    The man from the sect looks back up and away from her, focusing on the forest ahead of them. The haunting glint of his eyes, hidden under his heavy helmet, shines in a different manner than usual. "Shamrock."


    Fresh gasps. "That’s a really cute name!" she says, clearly delighted. The man seems less thrilled.


    "Damn plant-fuckers," sighs Jubilee. "They got you too, huh?"


    Basil looks back at the man, apparently surprised. "You were in the church? Why did you… you know?"


    "I kill monsters," says the man, not making eye-contact with any of them.

  


  Chapter 108: Fresh fish


  
    The water of the river rushes past them with a steady, strong flow. It is resoundingly quiet however, as the crashing noise seems to be absorbed by the densely packed forest surrounding them on all sides. It is close to becoming dark again and the four of them have opted to stop here for a while. Not for the whole night, as they needed to keep moving. But for a few hours at least to rest and to finally have a moment to breathe, all together.


    Fresh sits at the bank of the river, her damp boots taken off and laid to the side to finally properly air out. The bottom of her dress is hiked up and she has her feet dangling down into the cool water of the river, staring at her own reflection which is waving back and forth on top of the rippling surface. Sparsely any sunlight remains that manages to shine in through the thick canopy. Instead, Basil’s lantern hovers high in the air above the tiny clearing, illuminating the entire space with a rather grim aura that seems to beckon in the dark night to come just a little faster.


    Jubilee had forbidden her from trying to help get the small campsite ready, saying that she would just set the forest on fire and get them all killed. She lets out a sigh that then quickly turns into a long, deep yawn before it finishes leaving her throat. They had been walking through the forest for the entire morning and then the entire afternoon and then the entire evening. Fresh’s legs feel like slime. At the end of their march, she was basically dragging herself along to keep going and eventually Shamrock had to hoist her over his shoulder again, despite Jubilee’s protest to just leave her behind in the forest. Saying that she’d catch up if she really wanted to.


    "You’re a lot of trouble, you know?" says Fresh, looking at the girl in the water who just shrugs back at her, looking just as exhausted as she feels.


    Her stomach growls, her gut clenching together as if in response to her own statement. She flops backwards, leaving her feet in the water as she spreads her arms out over the grass and stares up at the tiny fragments of the dark sky that are still visible through the foliage hanging above them. Her hand grazes the fabric of her bag which is set to the side. Pressing a finger into it, she feels the many coins. A small fortune, which could buy them absolutely nothing out here.


    "Water-water everywhere and not a drop to drink," sighs Fresh in a sing-song voice.


    "Don’t drink the river water until we figure out how to boil it, goo-brain," says Jubilee, standing behind her and leaning over forward, their mask hovering above her face. "Especially now that you’ve tainted it with your goblin feet."


    "I don’t have goblin feet!" protests Fresh as she stares up, looking at Jubilee who stares back down at her, neither of them say anything further for a while. Perhaps both are too tired from the exertion of the happenings of this recent disaster.


    "Thanks for not leaving without me," says Fresh, breaking the silence.


    Jubilee lets out a sigh now as well, their hard eyes softening as they pull back and turn away. "As if. I need you so that we can open a new store somewhere else."


    Fresh tilts her head back, looking at Jubilee’s back. "I’m sorry about your house."


    "Yeah."


    "I know it was important to you."


    "Yeah." Jubilee looks back down at her. "It was our house. Not mine."


    "Jubilee," calls Fresh out quietly, somewhat surprised and touched.


    Jubilee rolls their eyes and turns back forward. Neither of them say anything further, listening to the water of the river as they watch Basil walk by, carrying a load of sticks for the fire that the man from the sect is starting. His giant hands are clasped around a tiny ember, like a titan nurturing a tiny, budding blossom before the breaking of the first spring of its life.


    "It was about time anyways I think," says Jubilee rather abruptly.


    "Huh?"


    "You have to bury the dead eventually, I think I waited long enough."


    Fresh stares at Jubilee, not sure what to say. She lifts a hand, grabbing hold of her friend’s leg simply for the sake of it. A loud growl rings out, breaking the quiet as Jubilee’s stomach rumbles this time. Fresh frowns and both of them sigh at the same time.


    The clearing erupts into a bright, warm light as Shamrock pulls his metal gauntlets away from the newborn fire. His wild eyes, hidden behind the heavy helmet, stare intently at the tiny blaze, the orange light reflecting off of the besmirched metal of his body, painting the dark-cobalt with a kind warmth that seems oddly out of place on his frightening exterior.


    "Wow!" says Fresh, the water splashing as she rolls over, pulling her feet out to look at the growing fire. "You’re really great!"


    The man exhales loudly, the massive breath of his lungs pushing the flames to the side, almost extinguishing them.


    "It’s just a fire, goo-brain. Literally every adventurer knows how to make a fire without matches. This is day one stuff." Jubilee looks down at her and shakes their head. "But maybe it’s for the best that you don’t know how."


    Fresh gets up, letting go of Jubilee’s leg and she wipes off her dirty robe, heading over towards the fire with her boots and bag in hand. She looks up to the lantern above them. "Thank you! You can take a break now," she says with a nod and smile. The lantern lowers itself down, floating back over to Basil who tenses up immediately as it floats at her side again.


    "Does it have to float right next to me?"


    "Mm!" says Fresh proudly, not picking up on Basil’s unease. "That’s what makes it great!"


    "I see…" says Basil, looking at the spooky lantern hovering close to her head. The priestess tosses the bundle of sticks down next to the fire and looks at the man from the sect. He lifts his head, looking back up at her. Both of them stare at each other, perhaps wondering why the other is doing so, before they break their eye-contact and look back towards the steadily rising fire.


    Glass shatters behind them, together with a loud splashing. "Jubilee!" calls out Fresh in surprise, worried that something had happened.


    Jubilee stands at the bank of the river, staring up at a spear of glass that rises out of the river-bed. A large, glistening fish flops around on the end of the skewer. Impaled straight through the eyes. "What?" asks Jubilee, looking back at her. Jubilee snaps their fingers, sending a second spear out of the embankment that rips the body of the fish off of the skewered head, sending it flying over their way.


    The mangled, decapitated carcass lands on the grass next to her. "You’re in charge of cooking. Clean it and get rid of any glass," says Jubilee.


    Fresh looks around at Basil and the man from the sect and then points to herself. "Me?"


    "You."


    "Are you sure? I don’t know if I can…"


    "Yes," says Jubilee, rolling their eyes. "I’ll see if I can’t get one or two more."


    Fresh rubs her arm nervously. She isn’t much of a cook and she’s never cooked fish before, let alone over an open fire. Another growl rings out quietly, just next to her and Fresh looks at Basil who stares down at the fire, embarrassed. The girl’s eyes wander back to the fish that is still somehow flopping on the grass, despite not having a head and bleeding profusely. It seems like a rather grim spectacle, but she supposes that it is what it is. Her friends are hungry and she can’t do much of anything, let alone anything right, but she can do this. She can try at least.


    "OKAY!" yells Fresh excitedly and far too loud, jumping up to her feet and hurrying over to the fish. She still has a knife and a dagger in her bag if she recalls. Maybe she can do something with those.


    "Don’t yell, dumb-ass," says Jubilee, turning back to the water as the glass shatters and is carried away downstream.


    "Okay," whispers Fresh, grabbing the dead fish by the tail and lifting it up into the air. It continues to flop around, slapping against her arm. "I’m sorry," she says to the fish that clearly can’t hear her anymore. But it makes her feel better at least. It’s like with Mr. Mushroom on her first day here. It isn’t anything personal. It just is what it is. Survival. Mr. Fish would understand, she’s sure of it.


    Heading over to the water, she grabs the athame from her bag. It isn’t really meant for this kind of work, but she supposes that she probably shouldn’t use her cursed-dagger to prepare food. That seems like a bad idea, even to her.


    Sitting by the water, she cuts a long, vertical cut along the belly of the fish from top to bottom and closes her eyes, holding the fish down beneath the surface. Gulping, she presses her fingers into its carcass and grabs everything squishy and gooey and pulls it out, tearing out all of the organs that she can identify, doing her best not to think about the gross sensations beneath her fingers. It’s for her friends, she’s doing this for them.


    Pulling the gutted fish back out a moment later, she sets it onto the grass and takes the knife, pressing it horizontally into the open ‘neck’ of the fish and slices half of its body off, as she runs the blade down towards its tail. Lifting the piece of pink meat up, she stares at it with a rather unexpected feeling of deep pride in her chest. This thing in her hands certainly looks like a fillet. Smiling, she flips the fish over and repeats the movement for the other side, slicing the second half off, leaving only a long bone in the center and the tail. The fillets still have scales on one side of each of them and she considers descaling them, but maybe it would be best to leave these on? To protect them from the heat over the fire.


    Returning to the water, she washes the two fillets off and pulls out any small bones that she can find in the meat.


    She thinks for a while, wondering what she is going to cook these on? Should she skewer them on some sticks and just hold them over the fire? Or maybe she could find a big rock and just put them on-top of it? Hmm… she looks around, staring at Jubilee for a moment.


    "Ah! Jubilee?"


    "What?" asks Jubilee, looking back at her. Fresh tells Jubilee her plan, excitedly and Jubilee seems to think it’s workable and makes her a long block of glass that she then cuts into a long plank shape and sands so that it doesn’t reflect. Then she has Jubilee make two thick blocks of glass and sands them down as well using her craftsman abilities. Carefully, she rinses it all off in the river.


    Carrying everything over to the fire, that only Shamrock sits down by now, she sets one block on either side of the small fire and then places the long glass ‘board’ down as a bridge over the flames. The light of the fire shines through the glass, filling the clearing with a strange, haunting light that glimmers like a swarm of dancing fireflies, as the flames move back and forth. Smiling, under the curious gaze of the man from the sect, she sets the two fillets down on top of the glass plank, with the scales facing down. The wet meat starts hissing with a satisfying noise almost immediately.


    Basil emerges from the side, a bundle of plants in her hand. "I found some herbs, they aren’t the best tasting, but they’re good to eat," says the priestess and Fresh beams in delight at her.


    "Thank you, Basil!"


    Clinking glass can be heard from the river as Jubilee catches another fish. Fresh can’t help but smile brighter despite everything that has happened. Maybe it’s because she’s tired, exhausted and even a little delirious, but looking at her friends, for the first time since her arrival, she feels like she really is on an adventure. The sun finally sets for the night, leaving only the aura of the soft flames and the smell of fresh fish in the air.

  


  Chapter 109: They float


  
    Fresh covers her mouth as she lets out a loud yawn, doing her best to suppress it so that she doesn’t wake up her friends. Jubilee and Basil are laying on the grass around the small fire-pit, both of them having long since fallen asleep. The lantern has hung itself on a branch and floats there above their heads. She wonders if it’s sleeping as well? Jubilee seemed to have been exhausted too and simply fell asleep on the spot, as soon as they laid down. Basil on the other hand appears to be an active sleeper and constantly kicks and twitches and mumbles in her sleep. Fresh was sure that Basil was having a nightmare at first and she didn’t blame the priestess for having one. Dying is a fairly stressful life event after all. But judging by her sleepy ramblings about orange fishes, she supposes that the priestess is just dreaming about their dinner, which had turned out surprisingly well, given the circumstances.


    Jubilee had caught them a few more fish and Fresh had prepared them like a champion, with Basil helping her by watching the ones on the glass meanwhile. Fresh didn’t want to tell any of them, because it seemed insensitive, But this was her favorite meal here so far in this world. Maybe it was just the experience itself, being out here in the wild with her friends. Or maybe it was still just the dying down of the adrenaline. It almost seemed romantic in a sense. But then she looks at the deep, bloodied tears in Basil’s robe and pinches the skin on her own arm tightly between her nails for thinking something like that. People had suffered. She should feel bad and here she is thinking about fish.


    Fresh sits there with her head nodding. Her knees are pulled in and her arms are wrapped around them. She wants to sleep. She’s so tired. But she has to stay awake and watch the fire. The man from the sect, Shamrock, is out there somewhere in the forest. He hadn’t eaten any of the fish, despite Fresh basically shoving a whole fillet into the slits of his helmet and then even ordering him to eat.


    He simply said that he didn’t like fish, spitting it back out.


    Basil’s foot swings out as she kicks into the air.


    "Oh no…" Fresh narrows her eyes, looking around the forest in suspicion. Are there foot-demons here? None of them are on a bed. Their feet are entirely unprotected, they’re right smack-dab in the middle of demon country.


    She pulls her legs in tighter, watching her friends sleep for a while. Shamrock is out there in the forest now, killing monsters presumably. After they had eaten, he had gotten up and went into the woods with his sword on his back.


    Fresh didn’t want to let him go on his own, but Jubilee told her that it was a good idea. The forest is apparently a dangerous place in its own right. It is absolutely full of small animals, but also low-level monsters. More than one person had apparently taken it too lightly and paid the final price for it. So it’s for the best if someone is walking around close to the camp, killing everything that creeps and crawls in the dark.


    She should sleep too, honestly. But she wants to stay awake. Shamrock had promised her earlier that they could talk at night. She wonders why? Maybe he’s superstitious? She supposes that she can’t blame him. As far as he knows, the prophecy of the witches’ sect came true. He killed monsters and a witch appeared. Just like magic.


    She doesn’t have the heart to tell him that she was just a dummy who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.


    The bushes rustle. Fresh turns around, but then smiles a relieved smile. "Did you have fun?"


    A bundle of gooey monster meat and bits of bone flop down onto the grass next to her. "Tribute," says the man with a heavy breath, walking past her to the other side of the fire.


    Fresh looks at the monster drops and then back to him. "Ah… uh… thank you!" She frowns. "Are you sure that you don’t want a fish?"


    He grunts, stepping over Jubilee as he sits down across from her.


    Fresh stares at his helmet, tilting her head. She turns to the side, looking at Jubilee’s mask then looks back at the man. She now realizes that she has never seen him take off his helmet either. Even when he drank from the fountain, he opted to dunk his whole head into the water. "How come you don’t ever take off your helmet?"


    "I need it," says the man. Fresh can see his eyes shine beneath the darkened slits of the metal as the firelight tries to push in to illuminate his face. But it never quite seems to reach all the way and simply dots the white of his wet eyes with an orange shine, as if they themselves were on fire.


    "For what?" asks Fresh, scratching a cheek, already having an idea.


    "To kill monsters."


    Fresh laughs a quiet laugh, holding her hand over her mouth in an attempt to not wake her friends. That was very much the answer that she had expected. She takes a second to quiet down a little and then looks back at him. "How come the witches’ sect likes killing monsters so much?"


    He stares at her intently and Fresh isn’t really sure what to feel about the gaze. It isn’t one of fear or reverence. It’s simply a blank, but intense, stare. As if the man was trying to win a staring contest against her. Though maybe the night is just playing tricks on her eyes.


    "To fill the well of souls."


    "The what?" asks Fresh. He lets out a heavy breath. The licking flames of the fire push to the side for a moment as if trying to escape him, despite him being their creator.


    "Witches float," he says. Fresh realizes that getting an explanation out of him is going to be difficult, given that he always keeps his words short.


    "…Huh?"


    "Witches float," he repeats, his gruff, deep voice booming out despite this apparently being his ‘quiet tone’.


    Fresh stares at him for a moment and then looks around as she thinks. "So… you kill monsters to fill uh… the well of souls and then witches float to the top?"


    He nods his head once.


    "Huh…" she thinks for a while, not sure if she really understands, though she gets the concept. Sort of. "So why do you like witches?"


    "Witches float," repeats the man and Fresh stares at him, now entirely lost. Her hands press into her legs as she pulls them in tighter. Maybe she’s just too dumb for this? Maybe she should just go to sleep?


    "Can… can you explain? Please? I don’t get it," she asks timidly, averting her gaze and staring down into the fire. She isn’t sure if they were having a staring contest or not, but if they were, then she just lost.


    There is a loud clanking as metal strikes metal. Fresh looks up, somewhat startled by the sudden noise. She sees that the man has hit his large gauntlet against his metal breastplate. "Souls are heavy. They sink." He exhales, breathing loudly for a time before going on. "Witch’s souls are light. They float."


    "What does that have to do with anything?" asks Fresh, pressing her chin against her knees. So her soul is light? Great. That probably just means that even her soul is filled with nothing but air, just like her head.


    "Too many." Fresh looks up to him, raising her eyes but not lifting her head off of her knees. "Too many heavy souls." Now he looks down and away, averting his eyes from her to gaze into the fire, but keeping the same intensity in his glare. "The world sinks," says the man. "We need to float."


    Fresh stares at him, waiting for him to lift his head again and for him to say something else. But after a few moments of watching him, she notices that his head is drooping. The man has apparently fallen asleep while sitting upright. She looks at her friends who lie there asleep as well. As she looks at Basil, she notices that the priestess hasn’t mumbled or kicked for a while now.


    The girl sighs and scoots over a few feet to the right, laying herself down next to Jubilee and closes her eyes, letting herself float away into whatever dream may come tonight. She pulls her legs inward, bending her knees so that her boots touch Jubilee’s. Maybe four feet are too many for the demons to steal all at once.

  


  Chapter 110: A choice made


  
    A gently blowing wind pushes through the forest. The warm current almost whistles in a sing-song manner as it presses through the trees, gliding along the sharp edges of the leaves dangling high above their heads. It is early in the morning and the four of them are walking again, still heading southward for a while.


    They didn’t have much of anything to pack up in the camp, but they did go through the trouble of hiding any evidence of their having been there. The glass that they used to cook, they had destroyed and thrown into the river. Fresh worried about it, saying that it would be dangerous if any children were playing here, but Jubilee said it was fine. Any children playing out here were going to be eaten by monsters anyways, so the glass was their smallest worry. The fire-pit they extinguished and buried with wet sand from the river bank.


    Fresh suggested that they bathe in the river. But Jubilee had called her a weird degenerate and Basil didn’t seem pleased with the idea either, fumbling with her sleeves nervously the entire time. The man from the sect said nothing at all and simply stared at a bird sitting on a high branch.


    Fresh stares at her friends as she realizes how seriously all of them take the privacy of their bodies. Or maybe they’re just all shy? She isn’t sure actually. Then again, it’s not like she wants to undress to bathe in the river either. So maybe all of them are just the same. A bit dirty and a little sweaty, yet somehow they all preferred that to the alternative. She wonders if all adventurers are like this? Shy that is. Or maybe it really is just them. Maybe they’re just all weirdos.


    They walk along the bank of the river, opting not to press too deeply into the forest as it apparently can get rather dangerous the further you get from the northern city. For each day’s worth of walking, the local monster’s levels rose considerably. But near the river, there were only ever small creatures. An occasional goblin. Some wiggly slimes that Fresh does her best to protect from her friends. They even meet a green mush-mush, but it stands on the other side of the river and glares at them with wary eyes.


    "Nyeh!" yells the green mush-mush over the water. Fresh gasps, shocked at its foul language.


    "Nyeh~!" says the girl, crossing her arms indignantly and looking away as they continue walking. Basil looks back at her.


    "Don’t ask," says Jubilee.


    An hour passes and then another and then another. They don’t stop though, apart from a single five minute water break thereafter.


    Fresh scratches her cheek as she sits down on the stump, exhausted. She looks around herself. Something is out of place. Something that should be a certain way, but isn’t. Her finger points over her friends as she counts. "One. Two. Three…" her finger turns back and pokes against her own body. "- Four."


    She lifts her other hand up as she counts the other number in her head. The number of members in their party. "One. Two… three… Oh!" The girl shoots up to her feet, realizing immediately what the problem is. She runs over to the giant from the sect who simply stands in the middle of the clearing, not feeling even a little awkward in the least. His towering presence simply stays right there, right in the middle, out in the open, without even a tree to lean against or a stump to sit down on as he waits.


    "Hey! Wanna join our party?" asks Fresh, clenching her fists excitedly as she leans in towards him.


    He lets out a long exhalation. "I am chosen."


    "Uh…" she scratches her cheek. "Is… is that a yes?" He nods once and Fresh smiles, delighted. That was surprisingly easy.
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    Jubilee chimes in from the side. "Remember this day, meat-head. You’re going to live to regret it."


    Basil laughs a quiet laugh. Fresh frowns back at the two of them, wanting to say that it isn’t that bad. But… maybe it is that bad? She supposes she hasn’t been a very good party-leader. They lost their home and one of her friends died, if only for a little while. That was on her.


    "What?" asks Basil.


    Fresh blinks, realizing that she has been staring at the priestess. "Ah… nothing, I was just thinking."


    Basil plays with the bracelet on her arm, barely hidden under the torn and bloodied sleeve of her once white robes. "It’s not your fault, you know?"


    "Huh?"


    "Jubilee told me about the golem."


    Fresh’s eyes open wide in shock. Is Basil mad at her? "Ah! I didn’t me -!"


    "It’s okay." Basil shakes her head. "The dungeon breach was going to happen anyways. So…" The priestess shrugs. "If anything, the golem helped because it woke everybody up."


    Fresh stops, thinking for a moment. It makes sense, but she doesn’t like that it does. It absolves her of too much, as strange as that sounds. In a sense, she wants to feel bad about it. Maybe it’s still that piece of herself that she brought with her from her old life?


    "It’s true," says Jubilee, walking back from the water. "You’re a dumb-ass. But the vampires would have creeped their way around in the middle of the night," they explain. "That many would have taken out half the plaza before anyone noticed and word got out." Jubilee shakes their head. "I don’t know how, but somehow you always do the dumbest things at the right time."


    Fresh scratches her cheek, feeling uneasy about it. She turns her head and looks over at the shimmering water. Sometimes she isn’t really sure if the things that she does are really things that she, herself, does. Sometimes ideas just come to her as if whispered into her ears. Sometimes her hands just seem to move on their own, as she rushes to do something new without thinking. But somehow -


    Her eyes look around at her collection of friends, up to the floating magical-lantern above them, down to the full bag at her side.


    - Somehow everything keeps working out, as if… as if a force were pulling her along. It’s like she wasn’t making any of these decisions at all, like she was following a single, red string that pulls her from one place to the next, guiding her mind and thoughts with a gentle tug to the left and then a soft pull to the right.


    She listens to the water trickle, wondering, is the fountain controlling her? Or is that too convenient a thought? It would absolve her again from her own stupidity. She doesn’t want that. She wants to carry it on her own back.


    "- ey!" Jubilee yells from a few feet away and she snaps out of it, looking at the three of them who are standing there collected and waiting on her. "We’re leaving, with or without you, goo-brain!"


    "Ah! Wait up!" yells Fresh grabbing her bag and running after her friends. "So what’s the plan?" she asks, catching up and already feeling winded from the short sprint. All of this walking is very hard for her with her frail body. But she can’t let them see that. Perking up, she adjusts the straps of her bag and stands upright and tall.


    "We go west or we go east. What’s it gonna be?" asks Jubilee.


    "Huh?" asks Fresh.


    The three of them stare at her. Jubilee shakes their head. "You’re the party-leader, dumb-ass. Make a choice. We’ve gotten pretty far away now, we should have a bit of wiggle room."


    Her eyes wander over Jubilee’s, then Basil’s and then over Shamrock’s. All of them stare at her, expectantly.


    But she doesn’t know what to tell them. She doesn’t know anything about either of those places apart from the few sentences that Jubilee had mentioned to her. She doesn’t know anything about this world at all. She can feel her heartbeat growing faster, her clammy skin feels colder than usual and a fresh sweat breaks on its surface. Breathing feels hard for her all of a sudden.


    "I… I -" she stutters as something touches her side. Her eyes wander down, to look at her own hand that is digging into her pocket, where it fishes out a single, simple Obol. Without knowing what she’s doing, her hand moves. There is a slight chime, like the ringing of a quiet bell, as the tip of her nail strikes against the body of the coin, flipping it high into the air.


    The round piece of metal shimmers as it flies, a nigh-ruby reflection bouncing off of the polished coin, sending a quick glimmer over her eyes. The breeze seems to nudge it in the air, twisting the rotation in a strange, almost unnatural manner that only she seems to notice. Her hand shoots out, catching it as it falls down again and strikes against her open palm. She’s surprised that she didn’t fumble it. Though, she’s surprised at what she’s doing to begin with. Her fingers close tightly together, obscuring it.


    "If it’s the side without the face, we go east," says Fresh.


    "You mean tails?" asks Jubilee, rolling their eyes.


    Fresh sticks out her tongue. Opening her hand, she shows the coin to her friends and to herself. Five faces are present in the circle that they form.


    Jubilee sighs a breath of relief. "Thank fuck. I would have died in the desert."


    Basil nods, rolling her sleeves up as the afternoon heat slowly arrives. "Mhm."


    Shamrock lets out an indifferent grunt.


    Fresh smiles, leaning in to her friends. "Let’s go make a new shop in the west then! Better than before! All of us together!"


    Jubilee nods. "Yup."


    Basil agrees. "Mhm."


    Shamrock lets out an indifferent grunt.


    Fresh stares at her friends and then sighs, having hoped for a little more enthusiasm. But she’s willing to accept this. It’s good enough. Not wanting to think about it any more, she pockets the coin and walks together with her friends, as they break off into the forest and start heading west, towards the city in the mountains.
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    www.dmrhodes.com/Mailing-List/


    


    TWITTER
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    www.twitter.com/DMRhodes_Author


    


    DISCORD
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    www.discord.gg/DMRhodes

  


  World Timeline


  Want to see even more? Did you know that ALL of these stories and more by D.M. Rhodes happen in the same world? Go check them out!


  


  
    THE BLACKWATER WORLD


    
      EARLIEST


      
        Mirabelle's Boots: A shoemaking litRPG


        Planetary Orbital Weapon


        Reborn as the Black Knight


        Weaponsmith: A crafting litRPG


        DEMON CORE: A Demon-King litRPG


        Respawn Condition: Trash Mob


        FINAL CORE


        Dungeon Item Shop


        Sin-Eater


        Sunflower: A sunflower based litRPG


        Oratoria: Bury the Dead

      


      LATEST

    


    


    EARTH


    
      DUNGEON ITEM SHOP: Chapter 1 starts here in modern day before Fresh gets taken to the isekai world.


      PLANETARY ORBITAL WEAPON: Chapter 1 starts here in the future before the station is taken to the isekai world.


      TANGO HEAVY

    

  


  


  
    Generally, there is roughly an era of time that spans between each story. Each story is fully standalone as a novel and they can be read in any desired order. The only connections are world-lore easter eggs and some nods here and there.
  


  Also by D.M. Rhodes


  [image: WeaponsmithCoverVolume1]


  CHECK IT OUT HERE!


  Please be sure to rate this book on whatever platform you found it on to help the creation of more stories!
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Magical-talisman - Glass (Normal)

This small necklace consists of an enchanted glass-bauble, attached to an iron necklace. When worn, it
raises some resistances.
Light seems to shimmer with an odd intensity when striking the glass.

During the day:
—1 Poison resistance
| resistance
—1 Water resistance
-1 Ice Resistance

During the night:
-1 7= resistance

-1 Lightning resistance
-1 Physical protection
-1 Holy resistance

[Curse]: Brings disastrous misfortune to the wearer. This item will appear to be a normal item to
anyone not of the title of the black-fountain. All values will appear correctly.

10 LUK.
Weight: 0.16 kg
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[curse] {The pactis seatet}

© Bt the user to draft a black-contract.
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